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Dansk resumé  
Denne  afhandling  baserer  sig  på  to  års  antropologisk  feltarbejde  blandt middelklasse‐
familier i København, udført af forfatteren selv. Artikel‐manuskripterne der præsenteres 
i den handler primært om forbrug  i familiernes hverdag, og om hygge som et kulturelt 
fænomen.  
Social­materiel atmosfære  
I  kraft  af  den  forskning  der  præsentes  i manuskript  2  og  3  er  afhandlingen  det  første 
akademiske arbejde der  tilbyder en grundig  social og kulturel analyse af den  form  for 
atmosfære og interaktion, der er kendt som dansk hygge. Afhandlingen finder at hyggen 
i  sig  bærer  mange  af  de  følelsesmæssige  kvaliteter  som  danskerne  søger  i  familieliv, 
såvel som i andre sociale relationer der ofte er følelsesmæssigt nære men sædvanligvis 
af en ikke‐seksuel natur, som for eksempel venskab. Hyggens tiltrækning gælder også en 
særlig form for atmosfære som findes på og omkring visse steder, både i hjemmet og i 
det offentlige rum. Især i manuskript 3 vises det, at oplevelsen af hygge opstår gennem 
en konstellation af tidsoplevelse, samværsformer og sociale aktiviteter, samt materielle 
rammer og genstande, der knytter realiseringen af hygge til et særligt forbrugsmønster. 
  Der  argumenteres  her  for  at  de  værdier  og  sociale  og materielle  praksis´er  der 
knytter  sig  til  hyggen,  inklusive  forbrugs‐mønstre  og  ‐normer,  er  centrale  udtryk  for 
middelklasse‐værdier i det danske samfund. Afhandlingen viser at hygge er en behagelig 
og  højt  værdsat  oplevelse  i  hverdagen  af  tryghed,  lighed,  personlig  helhed  og  et 
spontant  socialt  flow,  der  er  ladet med  værdier  omkring  autenticitet  som  står  i  stærk 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kontrast  både  til  oplevelsen  af  arbejdslivets  kontrakt‐lignende  relationer,  og  af  de 
kommercielle  interesser og kræfter, man står overfor  som  forbruger. Men på  trods af 
hyggens ligheds‐betonede elementer repræsenterer den en udøvelse af social kontrol i 
hverdagen.  I  manuskript  2  dokumenteres  det,  at  der  omkring  hyggen  eksisterer  et 
hierarki  af  attituder  og  negative  stereotyper  der  represænterer  et  middelklasse‐
verdenssyn, og som er vendt mod ’lavere’ og ’højere’ klasser, hvis værdier og livsførelse 
anses for at være mere rå og/eller overfladiske end subjektets egne, og således ikke nær 
så hyggelige. 
  Afhandlingen  analyserer  hvordan  den  symbolske  betydning  af  hverdagens 
forbrugsgoder  og  sociale  handlemåder  opstår  i  denne  kontekst  af  ligheds‐betonede 
værdier. Det dokumenteres at hygge står i modsætning til luksus og intensitet, og er en 
kvalitet  som  forbrugere  forbinder  med  ’almindelige’  forbrugsgoder.  Nøgleordene  i 
denne forbindelse er spontanitet, autenticitet og moderate priser.   
  Afhandlingen analyserer de underliggende kulturelle værdier som karakteristiske 
for  ligheds‐betonede  sociale  mønstre  i  de  nordiske  velfærdsstater.  Manuskript  2 
diskuterer  hvordan  værdier  og  normer  omkring  hyggen  ligger  i  forlængelse  af  det 
borgerlige familieliv som opstod i det attende århundrede, og hyldede ideen om varme 
og  nære  relationer  i  hjemmet. Disse  rødder  spores  også    længere  tilbage  i  tid  til  den 
nordiske bondekultur, i hvilken en generel angst for andres misundelse tabuiserede den 
synlige fremvisning af held, rigdom og lykke . 
  Ultimativt bliver hyggens betydning og værdi her anset for at være funderet i en 
kulturel idealisering af ’indre rum’, der afspejler historiske mønstre i dansk historie, og 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danskernes nationale selvopfattelse som værende en lille nation. Men også en længsel 
efter  at  finde  hjem  og  inderlighed,  som  er  generel  for  romantikken.  Afhandlingen 
diskuterer også den kritik af hyggen, som af og til optræder både  i danske politiske og 
kunstneriske sammenhænge, hvor hyggen ses som indadvendt, passiv og småborgerlig, 
og som en barriere overfor ambition, intensitet og storhed. Disse perspektiver afsøges i 
manuskript 2. 
  De analytiske begrænsninger ved at  fortolke hyggen  som et  træk ved dansk og 
nordisk kultur diskuteres i forhold til indikationer på, at der i andre kulturelle kontekster 
også eksisterer materielle og sociale fænomener der ligner den danske hygge, både som 
praksis og subjektiv oplevelse i hverdagen, og som et sprogligt begreb med nogenlunde 
samme betydning. Manuskript 3 bevæger sig derfor videre mod at udvikle en analytisk 
ramme  der  ser  hyggen  som  blot  én  kulturel  variant  af  en  meget  mere  generel 
menneskelig  erfaring  og  form  for  samvær. De  fænomenologiske  begreber dwelling og 
interiority  anvendes  for  at  indkredse  hyggen  som  et  behov  og  en  evne,  der  bunder  i 
noget  universelt  menneskeligt.  Afhandlingen  viser  i  denne  sammenhæng  hvordan  de 
materielle rammer og objekter har effekter, der giver dem et potentiale (affordance) for 
at  skabe denne  slags atmosfære. Der argumenteres  for at de materielle genstande og 
forbrugsgoder som karakteriserer hyggen, medvirker til at skabe en subjektiv følelse af 
at være sammen med andre i et her og nu, der er tidsligt, rumligt og symbolsk afgrænset 
fra den verden der ligger ’udenfor’, og dens krav og strukturer. Denne kollektive venden‐
sig‐væk indebærer paradoksalt nok også en opmærksomhed på den omgivende verden 
som kontrast. Afhandlingen foreslår at igennem denne opmærksomhed på det ydre fra 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det  indre,  samt  konkrete  udvekslinger  mellem  indre  og  ydre  rum,  bliver  det  ydre 
nærværende i det indre. 
Familiers forbrug (manuskript 4) 
I analysen af hverdagsforbrug i familier bidrager afhandlingen til den aktuelle forskning i 
familiers forbrug ved at vise, at familiemedlemmers søgen efter autonomi og individuelt 
nærvær  overfor  andre  familiemedlemmer  er  en  motivation,  der  driver  forbrug  i 
hverdagen. Igennem forskellige forbrugs‐praksis´er, fra shopping sammen med andre til 
beslutningen om hvad man  laver til aftensmad, eller  for eksempel beslutningen om at 
sende  børnene  på  efterskole,  søger  familiemedlemmer  autonomi  for  sig  selv,  for 
forældrene  som  par,  og  for  deres  børn,  som  en  værdi  børnene  socialiseres  til.  Der 
argumenteres  her  for,  at  denne  dynamik  ikke  er  tilstrækkeligt  anerkendt  i  aktuel 
forbrugsforskning  i  familier,  som  også  mangler  opmærksomhed  på  de  kulturelle  og 
sociale  faktorer,  der  ligger  under  disse  samlivsmønstre.  Afhandlingen  gennemgår 
tidligere  studier  af  familiers  beslutningstagning  i  forhold  til  forbrug,  og  finder  at  disse 
studier  til  overmål  dokumenterer  en  løbende  forhandling  blandt  individuelle 
familiemedlemmer omkring forbrug. Til gengæld mangler denne skole af forskning helt 
opmærksomhed  på  den  kulturelle  og  sociale  kontekst  for  disse  forhandlinger. 
Afhandlingen  gennemgår  antropologiske  og  sociologiske  studier  af  familieliv  i  en 
moderne vestlig sammenhæng, som bidrager med en forståelse af de større kulturelle, 
samfundsmæssige og historiske rammer for hverdagsliv og forbrug blandt familier. Disse 
studier  danner  sammen  med  forskning  i  familier  indenfor  CCT  (Consumer  Culture 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Theory)  ramme  for  analysen  af  de  data,  som  forfatteren  har  indsamlet  gennem 
etnografisk feltarbejde.  
  Hele vejen  igennem afhandlingen understreges behovet  for opmærksomhed på 
den større kulturelle, samfundsmæssige og historiske ramme for hverdagens forbrug, og 
manuskript  1  argumenterer  herfor  på  teoretisk  basis,  samt  gennem  en  kritisk 
gennemgang af den fortolkende forbrugsforskning.  
  Hvad familie‐relationer angår argumenteres der for, at begrebet intersubjektivitet 
er  bedre  egnet  end  ideer  om  fælles  identitet  til  at  begrebsliggøre  relationen mellem 
individet og kollektivet  indenfor  familien.  I denne sammenhæng diskuterer  forfatteren 
hvordan analysen af  forbrugs‐praksis´er  kan bevæge sig  videre  fra hovedsageligt at  se 
disse  som  identitets‐opbyggende,  og  hen  i  mod  en  forståelse  af,  hvordan  forbrug 
relaterer  til  væren.  I  denne  afhandling  diskuteres  det  hvordan  forbrugs‐praksis 
understøtter  en  menneskelig  stræben  efter  nærvær,  og  dets  oplevelse  af  andres 
menneskers nærvær.  
  De etnografiske data der er indsamlet til denne Ph.D. afhandling viser, at familie‐
medlemmers  intention  om  influere  eller  sikre  fremtiden  for  deres  familie,  og  dens 
medlemmer som individer, er en central om end ofte implicit overvejelse i megen daglig 
forbrug.  Derfor  påpeger  forfatteren  at  temporal  prospektion  er  et  gunstigt  felt  for 
studier af familiers forbrug. Studiet af dette emne kan bruges som indgangsvinkel til en 
teoretisering  af  forholdet  mellem  individ  og  kollektiv  i  moderne  familier,  som  denne 
afhandling  tager  skridt hen  i mod.  Implikationerne  for CCT  (Consumer Culture Theory) 
studier  af  familier  diskuteres  i  forhold  til  metode,  og  de  forsknings‐objekter  og  ‐
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spørgsmål der karakteriserer feltet. Hvad forskningsfeltet angår defineres CCT‐studiet af 
familier her som rettet både mod hvordan mennesker skaber, reproducerer og  lægger 
afstand til familien som fænomen gennem forbrug. I manuskript 4 argumenteres der for 
at  anvende  en  etnografisk  tilgang  som  når  et  nuanceret  og  detaljeret  billede  af 
relationerne mellem  familiens medlemmer. Metodisk  demonstreres  det  at  forskning  i  
familiers  forbrug  har  meget  at  vinde  på  denne  front  ved  at  forskeren  både  møde 
familien som en gruppe og dens medlemmer som individer, og interviewer sidstnævnte  
både  indenfor  og udenfor hjemmet,  samt observerer deres konkrete  forbrugspraksis  i 
begge disse sfærer. 
English summary 
English summary 
This dissertation is based on anthropological fieldwork carried out by the author among 
middle‐class  families  in  Copenhagen  over  a  two‐year  period.  The  article‐manuscripts 
presented in  it are concerned mainly with practices of everyday consumption in family 
life,  and  with  the  cultural  phenomenon  of  hygge  –  the  Danish  term  for  a  form  of 
everyday togetherness, which is often seen, by both Danes and foreigners, laymen and 
academics, as a particular trait to a Danish style of interaction and larger way of life.  
Social­material atmosphere 
Through  the  research  presented  in  manuscripts  2  and  3,  this  dissertation  is  the  first 
academic work to offer a thorough cultural and social analysis of the everyday form of 
atmosphere  and  interaction  known  as  Danish  hygge.  Hygge  is  found  to  encapsulate 
many of the affective qualities that Danes seek from family life, as well from other social 
relations which are often emotionally close yet usually of a non‐sexual nature, such as 
friendship. The attractions of hygge also apply to a distinct feeling of atmosphere at and 
around certain places, both in the home and in public space. In particular manuscript 3 
shows  that  the experience of hygge  comes about  through a  constellation of  temporal 
experience,  forms  of  interaction  and  social  activities,  plus  material  conditions  and 
objects,  by  which  the  realization  of  this  experience  entails  a  certain  pattern  of 
consumption. 
  It  is argued here that the values and social and material practices that pertain to 
hygge,  including  consumption  patterns  and  norms,  are  emblematic  of  middle‐class 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values  in Danish  society. Hygge  is  shown  to be a pleasant and highly valued everyday 
experience of safety, equality, personal wholeness and a spontaneous social flow; which 
is  charged  with  values  around  authenticity  that  contrast  strongly  both  with  the 
experience  of  the  contract‐like  relations  of work  life,  and  of  the  commercial  interests 
and  forces  that  one  faces  as  a  consumer.  Yet  in  spite  of  the  egalitarian  features  of 
hygge, the latter represents an exercise of social control in everyday life. Manuscript 2 
documents  that  around  the  notion  of hygge  there  exists  a  hierarchy  of  attitudes  and 
negative  stereotypes  that  represent  a   middle‐class  worldview,  and which  is  directed 
against ‘lower’ and ‘upper’ classes whose values and ways of life are seen as more raw 
and/or superficial than those of the subject, and thus less characterized by hygge.  
  The  dissertation  analyzes  how  the  symbolic  values  of  everyday  consumer  goods 
and  social practices emerge  in  this  context of egalitarian values. Hygge  is  found  to be 
antithetical  to  luxury  and  intensity,  and  to  be  a  quality  that  people  attach  to  the 
consumption  of  ‘ordinary’  goods.  The  keywords  in  this  regard  are  affordability, 
spontaneity and authenticity.  
  The  dissertation  analyzes  the  underlying  cultural  values  as  characteristic  of 
egalitarian social patterns  in the Nordic welfare  societies. Manuscript 2 considers how 
norms  and  values  around  hygge  represent  a  historical  continuity  with  the  bourgeois 
family life that arose in the 18th century, and sanctified the notion of warm and intimate 
relations  in  the  home.  The  roots  are  also  traced  further  back  in  time  to  the  Nordic 
peasant culture in which a general fear of other people’s envy would taboo‐ize the open 
display of luck, wealth and happiness. 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 Ultimately the attraction and meaning that hygge holds is here seen as founded in 
a general cultural idealization of ‘inner space’ that resonates with historical patterns in 
Danish history, and  the national  self perception  of Danes as being a  small nation. But 
also  in  a  yearning  for  home  and  intimacy  that  is  a  general  romantic  disposition.  The 
dissertation also discusses the critique of hygge that sometimes appears in the realms of 
Danish art and politics, in which hygge is seen as introvert, passive and petit‐bourgeois, 
and as a barrier to ambition, intensity and greatness. These perspectives are considered 
in manuscript 2.  
  The  analytical  limitations  of  interpreting  hygge  as  a  trait  of  Danish  and  Nordic 
culture  are  discussed  against  a  background  of  indications  that  material  and  social 
phenomena which are comparable to hygge exist in other cultural contexts than those 
of Denmark or the Nordic region; both as a form of practice and subjective experience in 
everyday life, and as a linguistic concept with relatively similar meanings. Manuscript 3 
therefore proceeds to develop an analytical  framework that sees hygge as merely one 
cultural  variant of a much more general human  experience and  form of  togetherness. 
The phenomenological  concepts of dwelling and  interiority are employed  to approach 
hygge as a universally human need and capability. The dissertation in this regard shows 
the  effects  or  potentialities  by  which  material  settings  and  objects  have  a  potential 
(affordance) for creating this kind of atmosphere. It is argued that the material objects 
and goods that characterize hygge partake in creating a subjective experience of being 
with others in a here and now, which is temporally, spatially and symbolically bounded 
from  the  world  that  lies  ‘outside’,  and  its  demands  and  structures.  This  collective 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turning‐away paradoxicaææy also entails an attention  to  the wider world as  contrast. 
The dissertation suggests that through this attention to the exterior  from the  interior, 
and concrete exchanges between inner and outer space, the exterior becomes present 
in the interior. 
Family consumption (manuscript 4) 
In  analyzing  everyday  practices  of  consumption  within  families,  this  dissertation 
contributes to current research into family consumption by showing that the individual 
seeking  of  autonomy  and  presence  towards  other  family  members  is  a  driver  of 
everyday consumption. Through different practices of consumption, from shopping with 
others or deciding which food to buy for dinner, to deciding e.g. to pay for ones children 
to  attend  boarding  school,  family  members  seek  autonomy  for  themselves,  for  the 
parental couple, and for their children as a value that these are socialized towards. It is 
argued  here  that  this  dynamic  is  not  sufficiently  recognized  in  current  consumer 
research  on  families,  nor  are  negotiations  among  family  members  over  consumption 
decisions, which also lacks attention to the cultural and social factors that underlie these 
patterns  of  family  life.  The  dissertation  reviews  previous  studies  of  family  decision‐
making  around  consumption,  and  finds  that  these  studies  amply  document  the 
existence of ongoing negotiations among family members over consumption. However 
this  line  of  research  entirely  lacks  attention  to  the  cultural  and  social  context  for  the 
negotiations. The dissertation reviews anthropological and sociological studies of family 
life in a modern Western context, which provide an understanding of the larger societal, 
cultural  and  historical  setting  for  everyday  life  and  practices  of  consumption  among 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families. These studies, together with family consumption within CCT (Consumer Culture 
Research),  constitute  the  framework  for  analyzing  the  data  collected  through  the 
author´s ethnographic fieldwork.  
  Throughout the thesis demonstrates the need for attention to the wider cultural, 
societal  and  historical  context  of  everyday  consumption,  for  which  the  manuscript  1 
argues  on  theoretical  grounds,  as  well  as  through  a  critical  review  of  interpretive 
consumption research. 
  In  terms  of  family  relations  it  is  argued  that  the  concept  of  intersubjectivity  is 
better suited than notions of shared identity to conceptualize the simultaneous relation 
between  the  individual  and  the  collective within  the  family.  In  this  regard  the  author 
discusses  how  the  analysis  of  consumption  practices  can  move  beyond  seeing  these 
mainly  as  ways  of  constructing  identity,  and  towards  an  appreciation  of  how 
consumption  relates  to  being.  This  dissertation  discusses  how  the  practice  of 
consumption  supports  a  human  striving  for  presence,  and  the  experience  of  other 
people’s presence. 
  The ethnographic data collected for this PhD dissertation show that the intention 
of  family members  to  influence  or  secure  the  future  of  their  family  and  its  individual 
members is a central even if often implicit consideration in many instances of everyday 
consumption. Therefore the author it points to temporal prospection as a promising site 
for  the  future  study  of  family  consumption.    The  study  of  this  topic  can  be  used  as  a 
point of access  for theorizing the relation between  individual and collective  in modern 
families,  towards  which  this  dissertation  takes  steps.  The  implications  for  CCT 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(Consumer Culture Theory) family research are considered in terms of its methodology, 
and  the  research objects and questions  that define  the  field.  In  terms of  the  research 
field manuscript 4 argues for defining it as directed towards how through consumption; 
people  construct,  reproduce and distance themselves to the family as a phenomenon. 
Methodologicallt  it  is  demonstrated  here  that  research  into  families´  consumption 
patterns has much to gain by the researcher encountering both the family as a group, 
and its members as individuals, and interviews the latter both in‐ and outside the home, 
as  well  as  observes  their  concrete  practices  of  consumption  in  both  spheres. 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Guide to the manuscripts 
This  dissertation  in  based  on  articles  that  all  refer  to  empirical  material  collected 
through  the  same methodological  approach  of ethnographic  fieldwork, but have been 
finalized  at  different  times,  and  submitted  to  different  international,  peer‐reviewed 
journals  
 
For  simplicity´s  sake  the  four  main  manuscripts,  which  follow  the  introductory  text 
named  “Interweavings”,  are  referred  to  here  as  M1,  M2,  M3  and  M4  (M  for 
manuscript).  
A  peer‐reviewed  conference  abstract  and  accompanying  power  point  presentation  is 
provided in the appendix. They are referred to as A1. 
 
A brief overview of the texts 
“Interweavings” 
“Interweavings”  is an  introductory text.  It was the  last to be written and has not been 
submitted, nor is it intended to in its present form. 
 
M1 
Manuscript  1  is  entitled  “Towards  an  Epistemology  of  Consumer  Culture  Theory: 
Phenomenology, Structure and the Context of Context”. It is the only manuscript in this 
thesis that was co‐authored; with Søren Askegaard as  first author.  It was conditionally 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accepted for publication  in Marketing Theory  in August 2010.  It  is a conceptual article 
and as such not based on the empirical part of this project. 
 
M2 
Manuscript 2 is entitled “Money can't buy me hygge: Danish middle‐class consumption, 
egalitarianism and the sanctity of inner space”. It was the first article submitted on the 
basis  of  this  empirical  research.  Submitted  December  2009  to  Social  Analysis: 
International Journal of Cultural and Social Practice. 
 
M3 
Manuscript 3 is entitled “Interiority and the constitution of the atmosphere of hygge”. It 
was  the  last  article written  on  the  basis  of  this  empirical  research,  and  has  not  been 
submitted, but  is being considered for submission to either Journal of Material Culture 
or  Journal  of  Consumer  Culture.  It  in  many  ways  continues  where  M2  lays  off,  and 
therefore follows the latter in the order of texts. 
 
M4 
Manuscript  4  is  entitled  “Autonomy,  intersubjectivity  and  prospection  in  family 
consumption”  and  is  the  second  article  written  and  submitted  on  the  basis  of  this 
empirical research. It was submitted June 2010 to Journal of Consumer Research, from 
where it received a “reject and resubmit”. 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A1 
Appendix  1  is  entitled  “The  resonant  laughter  of  consumers:  Sharing  stories  and 
meanings of unrestrained consumption”. It was presented at American Anthropological 
Association  annual  meeting  at  Philadelphia  December  2009,  as  part  of  a  panel  on 
“Laughter and Everyday Life”. 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“Interweavings” 
The following is an introductory text. It has not been submitted, nor is it intended to in 
its present form. 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Interweavings 
The  long‐standing  analytical  interest  that  informs  this  research,  and  the  research 
questions  of  each  manuscript,  is  how  in  everyday  life,  individuals,  groups  and 
communities are simultaneously  immersed  in the here and now and oriented towards 
an Alter,  an exterior. How  individual  or  collective  spheres  interweave,  resonate or vie 
for  domination  through  people´s  imaginations  and  intersubjective  interaction.  These 
issues  are  integral  to  philosophical  concerns with  immanence  and  transcendence  and 
the  subject‐object  relation, as well  as  to  sociological questions about  the  social bond, 
symbolic interaction, identity and distinction, and anthropological perspectives on social 
exchange,  religion,  spatiality  and  temporality.  Using  this  theoretical  concern  to 
illuminate the workings of consumer culture and vice versa, the question becomes how 
such dynamics are manifested through and configured by consumption, and how they 
influence the practices and meanings of consumption.  
  It is a major concern in research on consumer culture how economic, cultural and 
social  fields  interweave  with  each  other.  The  historical  process  that  underlies  the 
spectacle  of modern  consumption  is  that,  albeit with  significant  pockets  of  resistance 
and reversal, practices of everyday life are  increasingly incorporated  into the economy 
(Lury  2002).  As  terms  like  incorporation,  appropriation  and  colonization  suggest,  the 
process  is  by  no means  symmetrical.  Via  specific  legal  and  symbolic means  consumer 
culture  has  opened  everyday  life  to  the  economy,  and  connected  the  spaces  and 
temporal rhythms of these realms. As an example of this, Baudrillard looks at how credit 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destabilizes our experience of time in relation to consumer goods, since the question of 
when we actually own something becomes indeterminate: We might still be paying off 
the  installments  when  the  good  has  vanished  (1998).  Through  such  dynamics  goods 
colonize the domestic sphere, and force upon subjects a different temporal orientation. 
The essential history of consumer culture is that “consumer culture has tied the intimate 
world  inextricably  to  the  public,  the  social,  the  macro  and  (as  many  of  the  charges 
against it recount) allowed these to invade the private to a considerable degree” (Slater 
1997: 4). 
  Focusing on dynamics of  interweaving resonates with the basic ambition of the 
field  of  consumption  research known as Consumer Culture Theory  (CCT)  (Arnould and 
Thompson  2005);  to  trace  the  ways  that  market  forces  influence  everyday  life  in 
combination with other cultural constellations. The concept of consumer culture refers 
to a social arrangement in which “meaningful ways of life and the symbolic and material 
resources  on  which  they  depend,  are  mediated  through markets”  (ibid:  869).  In  this 
dissertation  such  market  mediation  is  documented,  analyzed  and  conceptualized  by 
looking at how consumer culture weaves into family life; into the everyday practices of 
families,  as  well  as  forms  of  social  togetherness  that  are  associated  with  family  and 
home,  but  extend  beyond.  M4  looks  at  how  family  members  know  each  other  as 
consumers;  how  the  consumption  desires  of  family  members  become  an  element  of 
their  familial  interrelation.  It  suggests  that  family  members  emerge  to  each  other 
through their individual consumption desires and priorities. That is a point applicable to 
other social spheres than family life. But M4 also suggests that in the social space of the 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family, the individual presence hereby achieved (or the intimidating lack of recognition 
and  voice)  has  particular  force  due  to  the  economic  interdependence  of  family 
members,  which  begets  internal  negotiations  over  purchase  decisions  that  receive 
momentum through the egalitarian norms of Nordic family culture.  
  The  notion  of  consumer  identity  projects  are  often  brought  to  bear  upon  the 
“meaningful ways of life” referred to above. There are few references to the concept of 
identity in this dissertation, but some of what follows can be read as an investigation of 
identity projects: E.g. the importance for the middle classes of balancing aesthetic taste 
and  functionalist  moderation  in  one´s  everyday  consumption  (M2,  M3).  Or  the 
performance and re‐claiming of one´s identity as a good parent, through everyday acts 
of consumption that manifest the cultural notion of parental care (M4). 
  In  terms  of  the  different  CCT  research  strands  into  consumer  culture,  this 
dissertation connects most immediately to the notion of marketplace cultures (Arnould 
and Thompson 2005: 873). The manuscripts on how consumer culture plays into family 
consumption (M4), Nordic culture (M2) and the social practice of hygge (M2 and M3) all 
resonate  with  asking  how  “the  emergence  of  consumption  as  a  dominant  human 
practice  reconfigures cultural blueprints  for action and  interpretation, and vice versa”, 
and the ambition “to unravel the processes by which consumer culture is instantiated in 
particular cultural milieu and the implications of this process for people experiencing it” 
(ibid).  In  line  with  what  Arnould  and  Thompson  say  above  concerning  the  mutual 
configuration  of  consumption  and  “cultural  blueprints”,  this  dissertation  is  concerned 
with how market forces ‘latch on to’ social phenomena that are fundamentally given by 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the  human  condition,  even  if  highly  culturally  variable  ‐  such  as  kinship  and 
intersubjectivity  (M4),  the  experience  of  time  (M4)  and  interiority  (M3),  or  states  of 
human being  like presence and dwelling  (M3). This dissertation  is  concerned with  the 
conditions that these “blueprints” set for consumer culture and vice versa. 
  This dissertation contributes to academic traditions that investigate how various 
practices and settings of contemporary everyday life are both constituted through and 
appropriated  by  consumer  culture.  These  could  be  works  on  mundane  consumption 
(Gronow  and  Warde  2001),  but  also  sociological  and  historical  works  on  how  civil 
society,  landscapes  and  urban  space  are  performed  and  constructed  through  the 
market: One of the most common and emotionally compelling forms of political action 
in everyday life has become ethical consumption, such as buying fair trade products or 
boycotting certain producers (Slater 1997:9). Meanwhile the distribution and marketing 
of products through shopping centers and arcade‐like streets has become a main engine 
in the construction of a built environment, and central to the general cityscape, to the 
effect  that at  the  level of people´s everyday sensations and concerns, urban dwellers´ 
moving about  the  city  can  hardly be distinguished  from  the act of  shopping  (Falk and 
Campbell  1997:  9).  Meanwhile  the  fact  that  consumers  go  to  shopping  centers  have 
become a central pillar of civil society, in that besides work it is the very thing that gets a 
lot  of  people  out  of  their  homes,  and  it  is  there  that  middle‐class  people  encounter 
some degree of social diversity compared to their work or leisure (Reijndorp and Hajer 
2002). 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A starting point 
The next couple of pages will  introduce the reader to some issues in social theory that 
form a background for this dissertation, and the research questions in each manuscript. 
The account presented here does not try to make a comprehensive review, but rather 
provide  the  reader with  a  sense  of  the  concrete  grounding  in  time  and  space  of  the 
ideas that underlie this work and appear throughout it. 
  This research springs from theoretical concerns that initially, for this author, had 
little  connection  to  the  subjects  of  consumption  and  materiality,  or  mundane 
phenomena  like  family  life  and  coziness,  but  rather  with  national  identity  and 
globalization. As an undergraduate  student of  social  anthropology  in  the  latter half of 
the  1990´s,  issues  of  ethno‐national  strife,  citizenship  and  the  development  of  supra‐
national political communities like the EU, or even a world society under the auspices of 
the UN, were high on many people´s academic agenda as Balkan fell into civil war, and 
Europe tried to secure its future by encompassing much of the post‐Soviet space. As to 
“interweavings”, an  important theoretical  insight appeared to this author  initially with 
Benedict  Anderson´s  Imagined  Communities  (1982),  because  it  showed how everyday 
practices like reading a national newspaper would reproduce in a subject the imaginary 
of belonging to a large‐scale community of people and spatial territory, that were felt by 
the  person  to  be  real  and  maybe  worth  dying  for,  even  if  the  subject  would  never 
actually  encounter  all  those  people  at  a  face‐to‐face  level,  nor  be  able  to  walk  the 
perimeter of that territory and receive immediate sensory confirmation of its existence. 
A  revelatory  understanding  was  also  that  the  sense  of  belonging  to  one  community 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necessarily  implied  the  subjective  imaginary  of  the  entire  world  being  divided  into 
communities structurally similar, even if inhabited by very different people. A nation in a 
world  of  nations  as  Michael  Billig  formulates  it.  Comaroff  shows  the  same  logic  to 
govern  totemic  relations  between  tribes,  and  Zygmunt  Bauman shows  the  dangers  of 
dehumanization and annihilation that this entails for communities who are not seen as 
structurally  similar  by  the  majority,  such  as  the  Jews  in  modern  nationalized  Europe 
(Billig 1994; Bauman 1994; Comaroff and Comaroff 1992).  
  Works that made  it possible to see  interweavings as an object of analysis were 
also Appadurai´s take on the relation between localization and context (1996), and the 
effort  that  it  requires  to  ground  and  maintain  local  boundaries  in  the  face  of  the 
destabilizing effect  that  it has, when  local  subjects apply  to  shifting  contexts. Guattari 
and Deleuze´s imagery on the relation of city vs. desert and tree vs. rhizome provided a 
conceptual  imaginary  of  fluidity  and  internalization  that  made  it  possible  to  think 
principally  about  different  planes merging  (1987).  In  the  less  dramatic  but  still  highly 
normative context of the present dissertation, these understanding helped me see how 
families compare their way of life to that of other families, as they observe each other´s 
practices and judge whether other families consume, and thus care for each other, in a 
way befitting of how our culture dictates a family should be. 
  In  terms  of  researching  empirically  the  relation  between what  people  tangibly 
experience in the here and now, and what they assume to exist elsewhere in space and 
time, my masters degree in social anthropology focused on how people´s everyday lives 
interrelated with  large  scale political entities,  and how  the  latter  could be  relevant  to 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people. Specializing  in the post‐Soviet transition and the Baltics  in particular, I went to 
Latvia  in  2000  to  do  ethnographic  fieldwork  for my masters  degree  in  a  small  pro‐EU 
youth NGO,  investigating how their political  imaginaries of nation, civil society and the 
EU  resonated  with  the  themes  by  which  they  narrated  their  life  stories,  and  their 
everyday  social  life  as  a  group  in  Latvia with  economic  ties  and many  travels  abroad. 
Having  studied  here  the  emergence  of  a  new  social  elite  in  that  region,  in  terms  of 
young  people  who  seemed  to  be  heading  for  upper  middle‐class  life,  Mark  Liechty´s 
work was very helpful in clarifying the worldview by which the middle‐class subject sees 
him‐ or herself as “hanging between the high and the low” of their society, and rely for 
their  self‐conception  on  ideas  (largely  unfavorable)  about  how  the  upper  and  lower 
classes  live  (Liechty  2003).  Thus  came  about  the  theoretical  issue  that  underlies  this 
research; of how everyday life is contextualized by an imaginary of lives lived elsewhere, 
albeit now within the social space of class. Those class dynamics only  intensified when 
for  this  research,  the  regional  focus was  switched  to  Denmark,  which  exemplifies  an 
egalitarian  and  quintessentially middle‐class  region,  as  shown  in  classic  works  on  the 
Nordic societies (Gullestad 1992, Frykman, and Löfgren 1987, Barnes 1954).   
  Consumption and marketing entered the picture only after  I graduated  in 2002. 
As unlikely as  it  seemed and completely unplanned  for  that  it was,  I became a Senior 
Research  Executive  in  Research  International  (today  merged  with  Gallup),  a  job  that 
consisted of planning, leading and executing qualitative market research and innovation 
work  for  clients  in Denmark  and  abroad.  A  strong  interest  in  issues  like  the  symbolic 
power  and  the  social  role  of  brands,  and  in  how  purchase  and  ownership  actually 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unfolds and  is experienced on cultural  terms, built up over the following four years of 
hands‐on experience with qualitative  consumption  research, building brand platforms, 
culturally  targeted  advertising,  ethnographically  based  concept  development  etc.  The 
natural place to seek an  immersion  in such  issues was the Consumer Culture Group at 
the  Department  of  Marketing  and  Management,  Faculty  of  Social  Sciences  at  the 
University of Southern Denmark. My PhD program there included a seven month visit to 
Schulich School of Business at York University  in Toronto, which offered an encounter 
specifically with the field of Consumer Culture Theory (CCT). 
  This is the background for this PhD dissertation, and why it aims to contribute to 
our  understanding  of  consumer  culture,  but  also  to  questions  that  are  more 
fundamental to social science and the humanities.  
Field and methodology  
While  this  introductory  chapter  aims  to  outline  some  issues  that  crosscut  the 
manuscripts,  instead  of  duplicating  their  points,  the  following  description  of  the 
ethnographic  fieldwork  that  lies  behind  will  repeat  some  information  from  the 
methodological sections of M2, M3 and M4, which it expands upon here.  
  This  study  is  based  on  ethnographic  fieldwork  among  four Danish middle‐class 
families in Copenhagen, Denmark. The ethnographic fieldwork described below follows 
a  research  design  that  speaks  to  current  theoretical  understandings  of  the  modern 
family. The literature on modern families show that at a normative level, the experience 
and ongoing construction  of  being a  close‐knit  family  is  important  to people, while  in 
practice; under the influence of the economic conditions of modern society, families are 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subject  to  centrifugal  forces and  tensions, and are more prone  to negotiations among 
different  individual  agendas  than  their members might want  to  realize  or  talk  openly 
about. While family members might express the unity of their family as something that 
just  ‘is’,  as given by bonds of  love and mystified by  the notion of  shared blood,  it  is  a 
general  insight  of  social  constructivism  that  all  social  unities  and  boundaries  come 
about,  and  remain  in  existence,  through  the  ongoing  symbolic  and material  efforts  of 
subjects.  Divergent  opinions,  agendas  and  practices  usually  exist  alongside  dominant 
discourses of identity and community, albeit muted by them. Thus it was important to 
avoid a research design that stayed merely content with  interviewing  individual  family 
members, or those in the position of spokes‐man or –woman, who might exaggerate the 
existence  of  a  shared  identity  (Epp  and  Price  2008;  2009)  or  claim  that  particular 
experiences  were  similarly  experienced  by  all  family  members,  when  others  might 
actually  disagree.  M4  reflects  on  this  issue  at  length.  Two  ethnographic  techniques 
employed  here were  integral  to  those  considerations,  and  effective  in  portraying  the 
social dynamic of  family  life: One,  following  individual  family members back and  forth 
beyond the realm of the home into other contexts of leisure or work. Two, when doing 
interviews  in home, having more  than  one person present. As  recounted especially  in 
M4, the mutual discussions, jokes and comments that play out among spouses, siblings, 
and  parents  and  children, provide much  valuable  information  and  suggest  alternative 
analytical interpretations and leads for future interviews.  
  As an overall  conceptual  take on  the  family,  it  is  conducive  for one´s analytical 
distance  to  avoid  using  terms  that  lie  close  to  the  idealized  self‐perception  of  one´s 
 Interweavings 
29 
research  subjects,  such  as  that  of  “identity”.  In  response  to  these  interconnected 
concerns  of  theory  and  methodology,  this  dissertation  instead  advocates 
conceptualizing the family dynamic as a condition of intersubjectivity (M4). 
  How to gain access to informants is a delicate issue in all ethnographic research 
(Cohen  1984).  The  “snowball”  method  of  using  new  or  existing  contacts  to  become 
introduced to social circles  is often to be preferred as  it  facilitates entry and  increases 
informants´  trust  and  sense  of  obligation  (Spradley  and  McCurdy  1972:  49).  Yet  it 
demands attention to the fact that the way one is perceived by people in the field, and 
their willingness to speak to one openly or interact at all, can be very dependent on the 
person who  is used as a middleman (and  likely  informant themselves), whom they are 
likely to see one as associated with  (Rabinow 1977). The  four  families  in my fieldwork 
were  accessed  through  their  teenage  children.  I  approached  a  9th  grade  at  a  private 
school,  through a  teacher of  theirs  that  I  know personally. Diaries were distributed  to 
the pupils,  in which whey were asked to describe the structure of their family in terms 
of  how  many  children  at  which  age  lived  at  home,  whether  family  members  were 
biologically  related  or  in  a  step‐relation.  The  diaries  also  tried  to  gather  some 
information  about  the  families´  basic  social  coordinates  and  daily  way  of  life,  with  a 
focus on consumption: What had they eaten within the last week, where had they been 
on vacation, what was a typical weekend like, what did the parents do for a  living, did 
the  different  family members  have  any  hobbies  etc.  The  diaries  came with  letters  to 
their parents, which explained my affiliation and the purpose of my research. At the first 
encounter in class with the youngsters I also explained the project and tried to create a 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good  rapport.  The  teacher  had  agreed  that  I  could  run  the whole  lesson,  which was 
spent on  talking with  the children about  their  favorite brands, how advertising works, 
and economic matters like pocket money and whether they had jobs.  
  The whole  purpose  of  this  approach was  to  gain  access  to  families  that  could 
loosely be seen as Danish middle‐class, since from the start this research was targeted 
at issues of family  life and middle‐class values in a Danish cultural context. The private 
school was suitable because it nurtures values of creative expression and the socializing 
of the children as whole persons, rather than a strict observance upon grades and the 
amassing of  facts  (in  fact  some parents  saw  it  as being  too  lenient and uncompetitive 
regarding  the  latter).  These  values  were  conducive  to  finding  families  who  had  a 
perception of their own position  in social space  that could broadly be seen as middle‐
class,  and  who  nurtured  the  egalitarian  values,  and  the  ambivalence  towards 
competition,  aspiration  and  the  market  that  are  mainstream  in  Danish  society.  The 
physical  location  of  the  school  in  inner  Copenhagen  rather  than  in  the  richer  areas 
further  north  also  supported  that  orientation.  Now  regardless  of  the  school´s  values, 
private schools are costly, and so as was to be expected, three of the four families were 
rather well to do – surely to be seen as upper middle‐class. The fourth had a much more 
strained  economy,  yet  chose  to  prioritize  the  private  school  for  their  children,  partly 
because the area in which that family lives has a large immigrant population that creates 
an ethnic imbalance in local schools.  
  15 diaries were returned, which was around two thirds of those distributed. After 
reading through them and trying to gain an impression of the 15 families, it was time to 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contact those that were most relevant  for my research. The families contacted all had 
two or  three children  living at home,  in order  to ensure a  family dynamic with  sibling 
relations.  The  few  families  that  had  an  immigrant  background were  not  approached, 
simply because  the analytical  framework could  not encompass also  that parameter of 
identification. Four families subsequently were willing to be part of the fieldwork, which 
proved enough in terms of data collection.  
  A  benefit  of  this  way  of  gaining  access  was  that  the  children  to  some  extent 
became ambassadors for the ethnographer. It was them that brought home the news of 
this  unexpected  person who  arrived  in  class,  it  was  them  that  filled  out  the  diary,  so 
even if communication on when to visit the home went through emails with the parents, 
the ice had been broken and there was a certain measure of recognition and sympathy 
on their part; a ‘look here comes my anthropologist’ sort of thing, which was beneficial 
to  the  overall mood of  our  encounters.  This  has  subsequently  become  clear  to me  in 
personal communication with researchers who are also collecting ethnographic data in 
Scandinavian  families,  and who  have  difficulties  establishing  a  rapport  with  the  older 
children in the family, who might distance themselves from the ethnographer.  
  After gaining the consent of the four  families  it was (and remained) difficult  for 
them  to  find  time  for  an  evening  of  get‐to‐know‐you  group  interview with  the whole 
family.  But  after  this  first  encounter  all  four  families  were  open  and  welcoming  to 
subsequent  appointments,  saying  as  some  did  that  ‘this  has  been  a  really  interesting 
experience, we don’t usually talk about these issues in this way’. At subsequent visits to 
the  families,  informal  talk and  interviews alternated with me being shown around  the 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house, taking pictures and being told stories about possessions that were important to 
each  family member.  These meetings  had  to  be  booked weeks  in  advance,  and were 
several  times  rescheduled  due  to  illness  or  work  commitments.  Thus  after  starting 
proper fieldwork with the families, it quickly became clear that this was not going to be 
the deep  immersion and everyday  ‘hanging out’  that most ethnographers  see as  their 
ideal. It would be nice to be able to say that I was almost adopted by these families, as 
some  ethnographers  can  claim of  ‘their’  clan  in  New Guinea,  but  that was  hardly  the 
case. Spending a lot of in‐home time with upper middle‐class families is difficult in the 
Scandinavian  societies, where  the privacy of  the home  is held  in high  regard, and  the 
ethnographer easily comes to feel intrusive (Garvey 2001). The “deep hanging out” and 
participant‐observation of daily activities  that  is  the  ideal of  the ethnographic method 
can be very hard indeed to achieve. Encounters with informants often become a matter 
of what anthropologists call “appointment anthropology”; characterized by the fact that 
the ethnographer does not live with the family, but visits them. That was very much the 
case in this fieldwork. The informant families were busy people, strapped not for money 
but time: Parents returning home  from work at 5‐6 pm and starting to  look tired at 9 
pm, teenagers  leaving and  returning at all  times  for sports,  jobs or being with  friends. 
Daily “hanging out” with these people would have been  impossible, as my presence in 
the  home would  have  become  such  a  burden  to  them,  and my  role  in  the  family  so 
ambivalent and disruptive of their privacy, that only an absurdly high financial incentive 
would  keep  them  from  withdrawing.  It  was  also  clear  that  especially  the  parents 
expected me to spend my ‘appointment’ with them effectively. This can be ensured by 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using  a  semi‐structured  guide  (Bernard  2005),  which  I  did,  one  that  evolved  with 
ongoing  interpretations  after  each  visit,  while  continually  seeking  to  realize  the  basic 
purpose  of  the  qualitative  research  interview of  “obtaining  qualitative  descriptions  of 
the  life  world  of  the  subject  with  respect  to  interpretation  of  their  meaning”  (Kvale 
1996: 124).  
  There  is  a  risk  of  “ethnographic  seduction”  for  any  ethnographer who  goes  to 
interview other well educated people, in that the similarities in background and culture 
creates  a  sense  of  sympathy  that  blocks  one  from  asking  critical  questions  (Robben 
1995).  My  informants  were  clearly  comfortably  about  my  professional  role,  in  fact 
expected to see it unfold, which meant that it was not difficult at all to pull up an mp3 
recorder  and  start  an  interview,  or  ask  to  see  their  house  and  take  pictures.  The 
challenge  was  to  do  none  of  that  and  just  try  to  observe.  The  best  moments  of 
unstructured  and  informal  interaction  arose  when  children  and  parents  came  home 
from work. The light chatter that unfolded about the various occurrences of the day, the 
plans  for  the  evening  and  e.g.  whether  a  child  could  be  allowed  to  sleep  over  at 
someone´s house, allowed me to go with the flow of the conversation. In such instances 
I  used  unstructured  interviewing  (Bernard  1995).  Some  of  these  conversations  were 
recorded,  but  often  I  jotted  down  keywords  and  sentences  that  were  later  filled  out 
from memory, which happened during car rides, shopping trips etc. As recommended by 
Bernard (ibid) and used in my previous fieldworks to good effect, I recorded data in the 
form  of  descriptions  and  transcriptions  that were  kept  relatively  ‘pure’  from analysis, 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alongside which  I  produced  a  separate  analytical  document  for  each  field  encounter, 
and a diary that recorded changes in my experience of being in the field.  
  The afternoon ‘coming home’ hours were the most relaxed occasions in terms of 
field position. Parents would sometimes inquire about my own family life, e.g. how old 
my two daughters were and whether my wife and I we liked living in our part of the city 
etc.  Such  reciprocal  divulging  of  personal  information  is  more  significant  than  non‐
ethnographers might realize. It is a widely accepted fact about ethnography that there is 
no objective birds‐eye perspective from which one sees the field objectively: The kind of 
person  one  is  (personality,  looks,  and  all  the  standard  sociological  parameters)  will 
necessarily impact social relations, and thus ultimately findings. For better or worse one 
creates “positioned knowledge” (Haraway 1988). The task  is then twofold: To use that 
position for what it´s worth in terms of gaining access, trust and the form of knowledge 
that  can  emerge  from  emotional  resonance  with  informants´  lifeworld.  But  also  to 
maintain validity by accounting for that position to one´s readers, instead of pretending 
to have access to a disembodied objectivity, so that any possible biases and blind spots 
are openly  laid out  for consideration (ibid; Okeley 1994).  In my case the fact that  I am 
married  and  have  two  small  children  besides  a  career  clearly  resonated  with  my 
informants´ way of  life,  and gave me  the chance  to position myself  as  less of an alien 
from  Academia  and more  of  an  ordinary  person with whom  they  shared  some  basic 
conditions of  life, at least the life they knew when they were younger. It created some 
sympathy  around  what  I  was  doing.  But  it  also  made  it  difficult  to  use  those  much 
recommended  interview  techniques  of  asking  ‘stupid  questions’  such  as  ‘why  do  you 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care more about your children than those of your neighbor?’ When I tried it fell flat and 
seemed rather artificial, as indeed it was. The ability and genuine necessity to ask such 
questions are the raison d´etre behind the traditional ethnographic method of going to 
stay with exotic people whose lives are initially incomprehensible. I however was doing 
research not only  in my own society and culture, but also on a mode of everyday  life 
that was largely reminiscent of my own, in terms of social class and values around family 
life and politics. Such continuity between  informants´ accounts and one´s own  life can 
prevent  the  daily  experience  of misunderstandings  and  struggle  to  do  things  right,  by 
which  the  traditional  ethnographer  learns,  at  an  emotional  and  embodied  level,  to 
understand another culture (Hastrup 1991). What  I  found was one has to nurture and 
use whatever alienation  one might  feel  from daily middle‐class  life,  and besides use a 
theoretical  knowledge  of  culture  to  spot  the  statements  and  situations  in  which 
something significant is clearly taken for granted.  
  The best incentive a family ethnographer can offer under these circumstances, I 
found,  is  the  ‘quality  time’  so  highly  sought  by  families.  A  research  visit  is  ideally  an 
experience also for the family, and makes its members see new sides to each other. One 
interview  technique  that  provided  this  experience,  which  I  invented  to  stimulate 
discussion among  family members around  issues of  consumption, was  to ask  them to 
guess each other´s favorite brands. Each person would write down their three most and 
one least favored brands, and all would take turns guessing what the person had written 
before  it  was  revealed.  The  main  value  of  the  exercise  lay  in  the  discussions  that  it 
generated among family members and the stories that hereby emerged, plus the lifting 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of the mood that it always affected. Family members would most often get each other´s 
choices wrong, which does not really have to say anything significant, since out of the 
great  mass  of  potential  brands  and  the  many  different  meanings  that  the  very  term 
‘favorite brand’ can have for an ordinary consumer, getting them right would probably 
have been more surprising. Yet the lack of correspondence between what people chose 
and  what  others  guessed  would  often  initiate  a  longer  explanation  on  the  part  of 
someone  as  to  why  they  had  guessed  this  brand,  which  often  came  in  form  of 
consumption  stories,  e.g.  a  parent  would  say  to  child  that  ‘I  thought  you  still  liked 
Quiksilver, I remember that not long you spent all your money on it’ and the child would 
protest  and  suggest  that  their  parents were  clueless  as  to  how  general  fashions  and 
their tastes were shifting.  
  As  can  be  expected  from  the  conditions  presented  above, most  data  from  the 
families  derived  from  interviews.  Coming  home  after  a  4‐hour  visit  that  has  been 
recorded in its entirety gives an abundant mass of data, and a long list of leads to follow 
up  with  the  same  family,  when  using  a  revised  interview  guide  at  a  subsequent 
encounter.  
  In  terms  of  researching  social  and material  practice, much  of  what  informants 
know  in  order  to  be  competent  actors  is  embodied  and  cannot  be  directly  verbalized 
(Bourdieu  1977).  Participation  in  the  practical  activities  of  one´s  informants  is  a 
commonly  accepted  ethnographic  methodology  for  gaining  access  to  such  cultural 
knowledge  (Wikan 1993).  It  affords  the possibility of observing  the concrete details of 
material  surroundings  and  social  behavior,  which  are  often  unreported  or 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misrepresented in discourse. I tried to move beyond my reliance upon interviews as the 
main method  of  data  collection  –  to  observe  the  actual  practice  of  shopping  for  the 
family instead of encountering it in the form of talk – by suggesting to the parents that I 
meet  them at work,  spend  some  time  there,  accompany  them afterwards  during  the 
shopping of everyday provisions, and continue to their home. My pledge coincided with 
a  return  to  the  field  after  a  seven‐month  visit  to  an  academic  institution  abroad.  The 
parents of one family, the one with whom I had had the least contact, seemed put off by 
my  request  for more  interaction  than  just  interviewing, and opted out of  further data 
collection. The others were okay with it and we went ahead, although under the same 
constrained conditions of calendar  juggling as before, which meant that months could 
go by between visits to each family, while on my part I would visit a family about every 
two  to  three weeks.  In  between  I worked  through  the  collected material  in  order  to 
have an approach ready that was revised, yet provided some thematic continuity, each 
time the chance arose to collect data. 
  Encountering  the  parents  at  work  and  following  them  home  yielded  totally 
different  results  depending  on  my  rapport  with  them  and  their  way  of  going  about 
shopping activities. So for example in one situation of meeting Victor at his work, which 
is recounted in M4, this did not really provide any data on shopping for the family, since 
he did not shop on the way home, as he had said he would. But it gave me access to his 
personal  space;  his  everyday  life  with  his  workplace,  brand  new  car  and  new  used 
motorbike, which provided a telling contrast to a subsequent encounter with his wife as 
we reached their apartment. It built a lot of “close context” (as we call it in M1) for my 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interview data, in the form a closer knowledge about the character of this person. In the 
case  of  the  family  referred  to  as  ‘the  Jensens’,  the  parents  and  especially  the  father 
were  somewhat  guarded  and  did  not  seem  to  play  along  with  the  idea  of  observing 
shopping,  to  the  same  extent  as  in  the  other  families.  It  yielded  no  results  that 
interviews could not have done, but only made me feel more intrusive and awkward in 
relation  to  that particular  family.  In  the case of  ‘the Nielsens’  the method yielded  the 
most  in  terms  of what  can  properly  be  called  family  consumption.  The  adults  in  that 
couple worked  in  the  same company;  they drove home  together and  shopped on  the 
way, which proved to be an ideal setup for accompanied shopping. It provided data on 
the phenomenon of  shopping  laughter,  since  their  conversations while  shopping were 
often  interspersed with  humor.  Following  the  conversation  between  two  people who 
were  continually  decoding  the  shopping‐scape  around  them,  proved  a  telling  case  of 
everyday  consumer  culture,  in  that  it  illustrated  the  extent  to  which  people  are 
acculturated into the workings of a market economy. Their shopping together also made 
me less of an intrusive companion, in combination with their generally sympathetic and 
laidback attitude to my presence. 
  One purpose of ethnographic participation, as opposed to doing only interviews, 
is  to  observe  the  difference  between  what  people  say  and  what  they  do.  This  is 
obviously beneficial in the context of consumption, to get a sense of whether and how 
the desires and plans that people express eventually translate into a purchase. While my 
encounters with informants were less frequent than I had imagined at the beginning of 
this  research,  the  relatively  long  duration  of  my  fieldwork  delivered  some  of  those 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insights  anyway.  It  stretched  over  two  years,  which made  it  possible  to witness  how 
informants  realized  the  consumption  desires  that were  central  to  their  identifications 
and narratives, while also compromising on them. One case is recounted in M4; Victor 
repeatedly told me of his yearning to buy an Alfa Romeo, but eventually he could not. 
His  adoration  of  the  Alfa  Romeo  provided  a  telling  contrast  to  his  subsequent 
rationalizations  for  buying  a  Skoda,  and  made  his  compensatory  purchase  of  a 
motorbike make analytical sense, in a way that could not have been understood without 
collecting data both before and after  the event. The extended ethnographic attention 
thus built a lot of personal context (M1). Another case that also benefited from a  long 
gathering  of  data was  how  teenage  children  gained  personal  autonomy when  leaving 
the  home  for  boarding  school  [efterskole]  (M4).  I  also  got  to  understand  one  family 
better by listening to their plans of moving to Scotland, which represented their recent 
increase  in  freedom  from  no  longer  having  small  children,  and  seeing  that  they 
eventually did not do so.  
  So as is hopefully evident, participation in this setting is difficult, I have worked at 
going beyond it and succeeded to some extent, but apart from the temporal constraints 
in the lives of the informants, what such initiatives yield is completely reliant upon the 
individual  traits  of  informants.  Of  course  a  larger  quantity  of  such  encounters would 
even  out  some  of  the  particular  differences  and  provide  a  more  uniform  field 
experience.  That would  probably  require  including  families  in  the  fieldwork,  since  the 
difficulties in making appointments with each made it hard to have a higher  frequency 
of  such  encounters.  Researching  more  families  adequately;  getting  to  know  them  as 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people and not  only as  shoppers, would basically  require more  resources available  to 
long immersive fieldwork, and the absence of other obligations such as teaching. 
  All  categories  of  fieldwork  sites  offer  their  particular  set  of  challenges  to  the 
ethnographic method, and the ones that encountered in this fieldwork are well known 
for such conditions. My own sense of contrast between this fieldwork and more ‘classic’ 
participation‐based  ethnography  comes  not  only  from  being  exposed  to  the  high 
fieldwork  ideals  of  social  anthropology  that  are  embodied  in  the  founding  figure  of 
Bronislaw Malinowski.  The  difference  between my own previous  field  experience  and 
that presented here has made me acutely aware of the constraints that the  life stage, 
and the financial and professional circumstances of hardworking double‐income families 
place upon the access and methods of qualitative family research. I have carried out six 
months of ethnographic  fieldwork among young people  in Latvia, where each day was 
one of learning through direct participation in the political work and shared social life of 
my informants. Compared to that level of immersion, group interviews do not give much 
data on the physical, embodied dimension of everyday practice. But still, conversation is 
a  form  of  practice,  and  families  also  interact  during  a  group  interview.  When  a 
researcher makes a busy family, who rarely has much time together, sit down for hours; 
they will use that occasion to catch up on what goes in each others´ life, and enter into 
discussions  that  sometimes  got  heated.  Thus  during  the  interview much  information 
about family relations can appear as people present aspects of their lives, like plans for 
future purchases or likes and dislikes that others present are not aware of. 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Empirical findings and analytical process 
The  single empirical  finding  that has appeared as most  revelatory  in  this process,  and 
has  had  the most  impact  on  the  direction  that  this  dissertation  has  taken,  is  that  the 
Danish  cultural  notion  of hygge  carries  strong  normative  associations  that  Danes  use 
discursively  to  validate  people´s  values  and  actions,  including  their  patterns  of 
consumption. That insight emerged from one single story told by an informant; the case 
recounted  in  M2  where  an  informant  explains  that  he  will  not  choose  luxury  hotel 
accommodation for his family because it will not be as hyggelig as cheaper forms. This 
spurred my analytical work on the connections between hygge, middle‐class values and 
the  thrift‐luxury  opposition.  When  single  stories  and  sentences  like  that  appear 
revelatory,  it  is  both  through  their  resonance  with  a  pre‐existing  body  of  theoretical 
knowledge theory, and through the way that they appear  in the context of the person 
presenting  them,  the  knowledge  of whom  is  built  through  repeated  field  encounters. 
The story mentioned above connected a lot of pre‐existing qualitative data, both on that 
particular informant´s situation and his family´s way of life, with theoretical perspectives 
on middle‐class  values  and  Nordic  egalitarianism.  In  the  hermeneutic  circular motion 
between  part  and  whole,  the  insight  emerged  that  hygge  represents  a  set  of 
preferences, norms and social  control mechanisms that reproduce egalitarian  ideology 
in everyday life, and acts as a sheltering notion that sacralizes inner spaces, both on the 
level  of  national  territory,  family  home  and  individual  subjectivity.  With  clear 
implications for the way that consumption plays into the creation of social distinctions. 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 The  way  that  the  analysis  of  egalitarian  hygge  has  developed  shows  a  fruitful 
synergy  between  fieldwork  data,  theoretical  perspective  and  being  a  native 
ethnographer.  Of  course  it  is  not  a  new  finding  that  there  are  egalitarian  patterns  in 
everyday Danish life, or that there are sociological defense mechanisms by which people 
rationalize  their  relative  lack  of  social  and  economic  status  to  themselves  and  others. 
Such mechanisms are recognized in popular proverbs like ‘sour grapes’ and can also be 
conceptualized  in  the  sociological  abstract.  M2  compares  hygge  with  the  latter 
concepts,  to  dislodge  it  from  its  association  as  an  exclusively  Danish  trait.  It  was  the 
possibility of such a theoretical dislodging, which is taken further in M3, that made the 
finding of ‘hygge as an egalitarian shelter’ particularly interesting. Being natively familiar 
with  the way  that hygge  figures  in  the Danish  national  imaginary,  it was  immediately 
evident  that  an  unraveling  of  its  egalitarian  underpinnings  and  political  implications 
would  constitute  a  new  and  critical  perspective  that  would  have  both  academic  and 
popular appeal.  
  The  other  main  empirical  finding  in  this  dissertation  is  the  phenomenon  of 
prospective  family  consumption.  While  it  may  not  be  surprising  in  itself  that  family 
members have  their own and other  family members´  future  in mind when purchasing 
goods and services, as would be readily attested by any retailer of child safety seats, or 
any  lawyer drawing up prenuptial agreements,  the pervasiveness of  future orientation 
in family consumption appears as an  interesting finding and significant contribution on 
the background of its absence in research on consumer culture. Another reason why this 
finding stands out is the theoretical landscape of phenomenology and anthropology, in 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which perceptions of time are both seen as culturally malleable and deeply  influential 
for  the  very  human  experience  of  existence.  In  so  far  as  consumption  implies  a 
prospective  orientation  on  the  part  of  consumers,  that  is  a  relevant  topic  both  for 
consumer  culture  research  in  general,  and  for  a  phenomenology  of  consumption  in 
particular. 
  The  data  collected  among  the  families  are  not  the  only  empirical  material 
gathered for this research in this dissertation. My analysis of family consumption relies 
for the empirical part exclusively on the family fieldwork data, but in the case of hygge, 
my understanding of the phenomenon is based on a wider approach. One may of course 
say  that  in  every  visit  to  a  family,  one  is  in  some  sense  studying  hygge,  since  as 
explained  in M2 and M3, hygge  is a quality sought in family interaction, a term readily 
applied  to  the  latter,  and  a  widespread  emic  cultural  criterion  for  the  soundness  of 
family members´ internal relations. But especially the early phase of approaching hygge 
analytically  drew  on  a much wider  reading  of  cultural material  than  that  gathered  in 
face‐to‐face  field  encounters.  For  a  native  researcher  into hygge,  the media  offers  an 
abundance of cultural and political conversations in which the term ‘hygge’ appears and 
is connected to cultural and political matters. These conversations play out both among 
‘ordinary’ Danes, e.g. in online threads of discussions about family life, and in comments 
by  experts  and  opinion  makers  on  matters  of  everything  from  urban  planning  in 
Copenhagen  to whether  Danish  forces  should  be  active  in  Afghanistan.  Few  of  these 
data accessed through “nethnography” (Kozinets 2006) are brought forward as concrete 
examples in this dissertation, but they inform my understanding of the phenomenon. In 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comparison to the data collected through face‐to‐face fieldwork encounters,  it  is clear 
that  the  two  supplemented  each  other.  It was  always  the  face‐to‐face  fieldwork  data 
that  provided  leaps  of  insight,  which  opened  up  new  avenues  for  subsequent  data 
collection and analysis. Thus  introspection of my own native experience and the wider 
reading  of  cultural  material  from  various  sources  did  not  provide  the  essential 
normative cultural  themes or social patterns. But an observation  like  ‘people drink tea 
when they have hygge’ has a character sufficiently mundane and uncontroversial as to 
not be based on in‐depth interviews.  
  Once  a  new  field  of  enquiry  had  opened  up  through  in‐depth  interviews  and 
participation, the media, internet, popular literature and chance encounters in my own 
everyday life would add to those data by providing useful descriptions and statements. 
This added a  level of detail  to the analytical  framework established through fieldwork. 
Even if ethnography is commonly associated with oral sources of data encountered face‐
to‐face, written  sources  (whether  a  newspaper,  on  the  internet  or  in minutes  from a 
meeting) cannot be seen as less ‘true’ than oral ones (Hammersley and Atkinson, 1995). 
The  issues  that  were  considered  in  decoding  them,  are  those  that  we  know  from 
discourse analysis: Implicit stereotypes and means of legitimization, assumptions about 
the  reader´s  normative  point  of  view,  what  should  the  reader  know  in  order  to 
comprehend the message (ibid). The kinds of sources accessed ranged from informal to 
formal  (ibid):  Social  media  such  as  Facebook  and  personal  blogs  are  rich  with 
descriptions  of  everyday  practices  and  interactions  to  which  the  term  hyggelig  is 
applied.  While  one  does  not  have  the  personal  context  for  such  texts,  they  are  still 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valuable data that clearly show patterns in the discourses that apply to hygge, and the 
typical  interactions  and  settings  that  people  associate  with  hygge.  On‐  and  offline 
marketing material  that  refers  to hygge  has also provided material, both as a general 
analytical  context  and  as  specific  examples,  and  so  has  more  formal  and  ‘official’ 
descriptions of Danish culture, e.g. on  the homepages of government ministries. They 
are all part of a cultural conversation on what it means to be Danish, and to be human, 
in which hygge acts as a lens upon individuals, groups and nations, and upon situations, 
acts and attitudes. 
  In  terms of  researching hygge,  across on‐ and offline  sites and  social  situations 
this project consistently  investigated what Spradley and McCurdy (1972) call a cultural 
scene:  The  atmosphere  which  Danes  recognize  as  hygge.  “A  cultural  scene  is  the 
information  shared  by  two  or  more  people  that  defines  some  aspect  of  their 
experience” (ibid: 24), it  is a “region within a complex map which is the entire culture” 
(ibid:  26).  Because  hygge  is  a  cultural  landmark  to  Danes,  the  sources  of  such 
information are multiple, yet remarkably similar in the way they apply the concept. 
  Another  source  of  insight  should  be mentioned, which  has  been  important  for 
building a cross‐cultural understanding of how hygge compares to concepts for coziness 
in other languages, such as Dutch gezelligheid and German Gemütlichkeit. No academic 
works  have  been  published  that  compare  these  cultural  phenomena  on  an 
anthropological basis, though a few internet texts such as Wikipedia do list some basic 
elements of each of these concepts, and briefly compare them. For my understanding of 
these hygge‐comparable  phenomena,  I  have  benefited  from  personal  communication 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with other researchers from social science and the humanities who either work directly 
on comparable issues, or have native experience with cultural forms of coziness and an 
interest in the overall theoretical field. 
The interweavings of consumer culture with home and family life 
This  dissertation  shows  that  the  meanings  and  material  effects  of  goods  are 
fundamental elements in the constitution of how family members relate to each other, 
how they construct themselves as being ‘a family’, as well as how people experience the 
symbolic, material and temporal spaces they inhabit, and the relations of these spaces 
to an exterior.  
  All  empirically  based  manuscripts  in  this  dissertation  (M2,  M3  and  M4)  in 
different ways pay attention to how the “in here” of home and family life relates to the 
“out there” of the market, working life, and the wider world. They show how goods and 
practices  of  consumption  interact  with  cultural  norms  in  the  constitution  of  social 
relations  among  family  members,  and  the  establishment  of  a  sense  of  homely 
authenticity.  Several works  on  consumer  culture  have  looked  at  the  relation  between 
family  and  market  (Wallendorf  and  Arnould  1991;  Curasi,  Price  and  Arnould  2004; 
Moisio,  Arnould  and  Price  2004).  The  analytical  issue  often  revolves  around  the 
normative concerns that lead family members to guard the “sacred” family against the 
“profane” market sphere through symbolic practices such as the cooking of homemade 
food  or  the  wrapping  with  paper  that  turns  goods  into  gifts;  practices  by  which  the 
market  resources  consumed by  the  family  present  themselves with  less  of  the  “cold” 
anonymity of market transactions, and more of the sacred “warm” caring for each other 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that people expect from their family life (Belk, Wallendorf and Sherry 1989; Wallendorf  
and Arnould 1991; Moisio, Arnould and Price 2004; Sherry 1983). These  sense‐making 
mechanisms work either way, as has been demonstrated  in CCT studies of  inheritance 
practices that document the dilemmas involved as family possessions have to be sold for 
money and thus desacralized (Price, Arnould and Curasi 2000; Curasi, Price and Arnould 
2004). Works within social anthropology have focused on similar issues, placing them in 
a  cultural  context  of  kinship  norms  and  large  scale  economic  process  (e.g.  Daugstad 
2001; Finch 1997; Norbye 2001; Regt 1997). 
  The larger issue here has to do with the “profound secularization” that consumer 
culture  represents  by  being  “in  principle,  universal  and  impersonal”  (Slater  1997:  26):  
Everything can be exchanged; all  relations, activities and objects can be commoditized. 
Everything is in principle available to all – all  it takes is the impersonal token of money. 
Numerous  forms  of  resistance  to  this  process  exist,  which  are  important  both  as 
ideological  phenomena  and  as  drivers  in  themselves  of  consumption  and  innovation 
(Heath and Potter 2004). These are studied by consumer researchers who  look at how 
within and against consumer culture, objects and social  relations are re‐sacralized e.g. 
through  anti‐consumption  communities,  gift  giving  and  personalized  marketing  (Belk, 
Wallendorf and Sherry 1989). Such  issues are also treated in this dissertation, in which 
the  symbolic  boundaries  versus  the  market,  and  dynamics  that  cross‐cut  these 
boundaries  are  central  topics. M2  and M3  look  at  an  everyday  form  of  sociality,  the 
tranquil cozy togetherness that in Danish  is known as hygge. This is not an example of 
consumer resistance as such, since as is shown repeatedly, hygge is constituted through 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a range of consumer goods, and is a criterion for the purchase of certain goods (M3). Yet 
in  its  home‐like  quality  of  social warmth  and  personal  authenticity, hygge  is  a way  of 
being together that people appreciate partly in opposition to the impersonal, contract‐
based  relations and  self‐interested concerns  that  they  see as governing  the  sphere  of 
work  and  the market. M2  looks  at  the  cultural  grounding  of  this  phenomenon within 
Nordic values about egalitarianism, home life and peace and quiet (Gullestad 1992). M3 
treats  these  interweavings  between  world  and  home  at  a  more  universal  existential 
level, analyzing them as dynamics of in‐ and exteriorization, and a manifestation of what 
Heidegger calls “dwelling” (1971). 
  One  example  of  how  family  life  interweaves with market meanings  is  the way 
that  family  members  know  each  other  as  consumers.  The  way  that  family  members 
relate  to  each  other´s  consumer  desires  illustrates  the  diffusion  through  family  life  of 
consumer  culture,  and  the  performance  of  family  life  through  consumption:  Family 
members  partly  see  each  other  through  a  lens  of  consumption,  including  when  they 
evaluate  their  children´s  coming  of  age  by  contemplating what  the  latter  understand 
about  the  market  and  how  they  behave  as  consumers.  Family  members  effectively 
perform the market and reproduce its presence in the home, when they appropriate the 
role as a consumer vis‐à‐vis other family members (M4). M4 also looks at how consumer 
culture  “fuses”  with  basic  family  functions  like  socialization  and  caring,  as  these  are 
carried  out  through  the medium of  consumption,  and/  or  by  teaching  children  about 
consumption.  This  illustrates  some  of  the  ways  that  consumer  culture  merges  with 
everyday family life. 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 M4 argues for the usefulness of the concept of intersubjectivity in capturing the 
overall  dynamic  of  how  consumption  plays  out  within  modern  family  relations.  The 
manuscript argues on theoretical and empirical grounds that current CCT conceptions of 
family  consumption  will  benefit  from  being  supplemented  with  a  focus  on  how 
individuality  is  negotiated within  the  intersubjectivity  of  family  consumption,  and  the 
cultural  premises  for  that  negotiation.  That  argument  is  also  stated  in  a  brief  form  in 
M1, where  it  exemplifies  that manuscript´s  general  call  for  an  increased  attention  to 
context in consumption research. 
  In  terms  of  context,  in M1 my  co‐author  and  I  argue  that  consumer  research 
needs an increased attention to social and cultural conditions. This includes both paying 
attention  to  the  “close  context”  of  everyday  social  relations  that  surround  the 
individuals  from  whom  we  collect  data,  such  as  family  life,  and  to  the  “context  of 
context”: The  larger historical processes,  cultural  relations and  societal  structures  that 
structure local lifeworlds, and are in turn reproduced and transformed through people´s 
everyday  practices.  In  M2  I  contextualize  hygge  and  in  M4  family  consumption  by 
invoking  such  analytical  frameworks:  My  informant´s  individual  statements  and 
practices are placed  in the context of what are properly the analytical objects; namely 
the  way  that  family  members  negotiate  consumption  decisions  internally,  the  social 
atmosphere they appreciate and create through material goods, and how they evaluate 
the  lifestyles  of  other  families.  In  M2  these  phenomena  are  analyzed  in  relation  to 
norms  that  permeate  the  cultural  scene  of  this  fieldwork,  such  as  the  middle‐class 
worldview, the sacred status of the child in family life (Miller 1998, Howell and Melhuus 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2001)  and  the  individualization  of  the  “post‐familial  family”  (Beck‐Gernsheim  1998). 
Historical roots that underscore the continuity of egalitarian and home‐oriented values 
are found in the bourgeois culture of the early 19th century and the cultural struggles of 
that period between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie (Frykman and Löfgren 1987). 
Further  historical  lines are  drawn back  to  the Nordic peasant  culture´s  taboos against 
open displays of luck, wealth or happiness (Hastrup 1992).  
Consumer culture and human fundamentals  
While  the  separate  home  of  the  nuclear  family  is  a  historically  constituted  cultural 
phenomenon, this dissertation also looks at aspects of everyday life that may be said to 
be  more  fundamental,  ontological  underpinnings  of  the  human  condition,  such  as 
temporality, the future orientation inherent in human reproduction, and how consumer 
goods/material  objects  partake  in  both  sheltering  and  destabilizing  the  experience  of 
dwelling. When  such  “blueprints”  are  analyzed  here;  again  it  is  with  an  eye  for  their 
mutual  interweaving  with  modern  consumer  culture.  It  is  not  suggested  that  these 
phenomena  are  wholly  pre‐cultural,  they  may  be  partly  so,  but  in  any  case  they  are 
inherent to how humans orient themselves in their physical and social world – just like 
relations of economic exchange are inherent to human societies, whereas capitalism is 
but one of their historical manifestations.  
  My  work  on  prospective  family  consumption  shows  how  many  acts  of  and 
conversations around everyday family consumption make sense by referring to more or 
less  diffuse  notions  of  future  states,  that  people  hope  will  be  brought  about  or 
prevented by these practices. This dynamic is especially pertinent for the wide range of 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consumption acts whereby parents  try  to  set  their  children up  for a good  future, and 
influence  what  kind  of  person  their  offspring  will  become.  The  temporal  perspective 
offered here applies also to other instances of everyday consumption than those of the 
family.  One  analytical  work  on  markets  and  consumption  which  resonates  with  that 
perspective, while the affiliation is not made explicit in M4, is John Sherry´s work on the 
marketing  timescape  (2007).  Sherry  says  that  “corporations  are  chiefly  (if  not  solely) 
vehicles for implementing plans in the service of colonizing the future” (ibid: 332). Thus 
Sherry  identifies,  on  the  corporate  side  of  consumer  culture,  the  forward‐leaning 
temporal orientation that this research finds within the parental consumer unit. On the 
consumer side of things, Sherry notes that due to time famine, US consumers are not in 
the present “in the sense of an embodied dwelling” but mainly inhabit the future (ibid: 
333). One may discuss to which degree that can be generalized. The manuscripts here 
on hygge  show  a  social  practice whereby Danes  at  least  try  to  dwell  in  the  now,  and 
idealize  the  idea of  that presence  (M2, M3).  I  am  inclined  to  think  that at  some  level 
Americans also seek and realize this form of social dwelling in the form of coziness. Then 
again,  the fascination by hygge  that have struck several American observers of Danish 
culture may  suggests  that  the  former  have  encountered  a  cultural  phenomenon,  that 
was recognizable to Americans also, but maybe realized by Danes in a more stable and 
pervasive social form. This issue of cultural similarity and variation is unresolved as yet, 
and awaits further research. 
  Another thing worth discussing is whether consumer temporality can be analyzed 
mainly  in terms of a  future orientation, without  looking at orientations to the past, as 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largely happens in M4. Sherry argues convincingly that past and future are connected in 
a consumer “mobius strip grasp of time that meaning managers – marketers, designers, 
artists,  politicians,  and  so  on  –  are  desperate  to  manipulate”  through  “retroscapes” 
which  are  the  commercial  “evocation  of  times  past  to  create  an  experience  in  the 
present that consumers  in turn, use to negotiate their futures.” (ibid: 333; Borghini et. 
al.  2009).  It  seems  reasonable  that  for  a  comprehensive  understanding  of  consumer 
temporality,  involving  the  past  is  necessary.  But  prospection  is  an  issue  that  can  be 
treated in itself, as also happens in works on hope (Miyazaki 2004) and desire (Belk, Ger 
and Askegaard 2003). Some social constellations might also be particularly disposed to a 
forward‐looking orientation; such as parents, not only because cultural norms stipulate 
that  they  are  responsible  for  influencing  that  future,  but  also  due  to  the  biological 
grounding  of  that  temporal  drive  in  the  fundamentals  of  human  reproduction  and 
ageing.  
  In  terms  of  analyzing  cultural  forms  of  consumer  temporality,  a  question  that 
appears is how particular groups may either vary in their temporal orientation, or have 
different  reasons  for  engaging  in  apparently  similar  behavior.  Sherry  notes  that  “as 
individuals  in  ever  greater  numbers  seek  the  experience  of  immanence  and 
transcendence  in  the  realm  of  consumption,  corporate  engagement with  time moves 
into the eschatological” (ibid: 334). While the last part is a compelling insight,  in terms 
of  that  widespread  seeking  of  immanence  and  transcendence,  as  regards  family 
consumption  one may  see  it  not  as  something  “sought”,  nor  as  primarily  a  corporate 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construct, but as a consumption phenomenon primarily driven by the wider economic 
structures of society, its norms of kinship and the biological conditions for parenting. 
  These  nuances  to  the  analysis  of  consumer  temporality  aside,  analytical 
undertakings  such  as  that  of  Sherry  above  resonate  with  the  intentions  in  this 
dissertation  and  contribute  to  a  larger  understanding  of  people´s  experience  of 
everyday consumption. Previous calls for CCT research to deal with temporality (Arnould 
and  Thompson  2005:  876), which  have  so  far  received  little  attention,  emphasize  the 
necessity  for  in‐depth  studies  and  theory‐building  on  issues  such  as  marketing 
timescapes and prospective consumption.  
Embodied consumer culture: The case of shopping laughter 
In line with the widely accepted anthropological understanding of culture as a “web of 
significance” and a set of rules and resources for symbolic interaction (Geertz 1973), this 
dissertation  demonstrates  one  way  of  observing  consumer  culture:  To  look  at  the 
shared assumptions about what a market is, and what it means to be a consumer, that 
people  reveal  in  their  everyday  communication  with  each  other;  in  what  they  try  to 
teach their children, in how they take for granted the meaning of the commercial roles 
and  settings  that  they  encounter,  and  the  ways  that  they  interpret  other  people´s 
appearances, actions and intentions. 
  One such perspective is presented in my work on shopping laughter. It exists so 
far  in  the  form  of  a  peer  reviewed  conference  abstract  and  the  accompanying  power 
point presentation, which are provided in the appendix of this dissertation. Humor and 
laughter were regular elements of my fieldwork among the families. There was plenty of 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banter  and  snickering  among  family  members  when  they  told  stories  that  described 
each other´s shopping habits, or teasingly commented upon each other´s attachments 
or dislikes towards various brands, products and stores. That made me attentive to the 
ways that people in general laugh when they talk about shopping, e.g. the laughter that 
often accompanies people´s talk about having gone a bit ‘over the top’  in shopping for 
all kinds of goods, both  in terms of the amount spent e.g. on designer goods, but also 
when taking home an unexpectedly high quantity of mundane provisions such as coffee 
or pasta  in response to an offer  in a store. A1 suggests that “shopping  laughter”  is an 
embodied cultural response to the ambivalent consumer experience of losing control to 
the market. The laughter communicates that experience to one´s fellow men, who can 
emphasize  completely with  it  because  from day  one  of  their  life,  they  too  have  been 
acculturated to capitalism. The analysis also proposes that shopping laughter is a means 
whereby people communicate that they inhabit desire; that they can be tempted. That 
interpretation makes  sense according  to desire  being a  fundamentally positive  trait  in 
the  consumer‐cultural  model  of  the  person  (Belk,  Ger  and  Askegaard  2003).  Thus 
shopping laughter is interpreted as a way in which consumers communicate about their 
experience of consumer culture and the basic contradictions that it holds. 
   Laughter  is  a  primordial  trait  whereby  humans  communicate  about 
transgressions upon social norms and incongruities between events or statements, the 
performance or retelling of which can be seen as tantamount to humor. Thus shopping 
laughter  as  a  communication  form  represents  the  interweaving  of  consumer  culture 
with everyday but fundamental forms of sociality and human behavior. It illustrates the 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degree to which our experience of being consumers is established in our everyday life; 
that  such  humor  plays  itself  out  not  only  in  everyday  occurrences  but  also  with 
reference to movies such as Confessions of a shopaholic (2009). Consumption practices 
and  desires  are  cultural  material  useful  for  sharing  humor  with  other  people,  and 
laughter is a medium useful for dealing with the contradictions of consumer culture.   
Analytical challenges and implications 
The remaining part of this chapter points out in more detail some analytical issues that 
have been dealt with within the two main analytical and theoretical areas that  inform 
this  dissertation,  namely  family  consumption  and  phenomenology.  It  also  summarizes 
the  contributions  made  by  this  dissertation,  and  provides  implications  for  future 
research.  
Family consumption as a text­context dialectic 
The dissertation shows that consumption interweaves with family life, and is integral to 
the  fundamental aspects of being a  family. As Daniel Miller has noted about  studying 
kinship  and  consumption;  the  two  are  so  intimately  connected  that  each  serves  as 
context for the other (1995: 155). That can present some rather mindboggling analytical 
challenges  in  terms  of  finding  an  analytical  angle. One  approach  that  has  helped  this 
author to get a handle on that analytical  loop, and formulate research questions, is  to 
evaluate whether a particular analytical  issue  shows what  the  family dynamic does  to 
consumption,  or  conversely,  does  it  show  what  consumption  does  to  the  family 
dynamic?  ‘Does  to’  should  be  understood  in  the  way  of  configuring  or  setting  down 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conditions for something. These formulations may sound almost naïve in their simplicity 
and  they  are  certainly  too  broad  to  be  research  questions,  but  they  underlie  many 
analytical issues of this dissertation. 
  In  terms  of  what  the  family  dynamic  ‘does  to’  consumption,  the  issue  of 
prospection is the clearest case in point (M4): How the forward‐looking orientation that 
is  inherent  to  the  socialization of  children becomes a  framework  for making decisions 
about what family vacation to take, what kind of dinner to cook etc.  
  In terms of what consumption ‘does to’ the family, in this dissertation it becomes 
mainly a question of what  it does for  family members. From an agentic point of view, 
the issue becomes what consumption ‘offers’ people in their role as family members. It 
is shown that consumption offers individuals the building blocks for creating spheres of 
individual autonomy within the family, which from a more existential perspective means 
that  it offers  them a  sense of presence vis‐à‐vis  fellow  family members. By helping  to 
construct such spheres, consumption decisions and practices offset negotiations among 
family members as to the reasonable balance of each family members´ personal space 
in relation to that of other family members, and the needs of the collective as a whole 
(M4).  
  But  consumer  culture  also  offers  family  members  symbolic  resources  and 
material effects that are collectively attuned, and fundamental  for the reproduction of 
the family as a group. In this research we see how the materiality of consumer goods is 
effective  in  constructing  a  sense  of  family  togetherness  that  contrasts with  the  larger 
world (M3). Other works of CCT family research propose that consumption symbols are 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vehicles for families in their signaling of family identity (Epp and Price 2008; 2009). The 
shopping  for  goods  also  offers  ways  to  exercise  the  sacrificial  caring  for  other  family 
members, that is both socially required and can be highly meaningful for the individual 
(Miller 1998). 
  In terms of what consumption ‘does to’ the family, admittedly one could choose 
much more critical perspectives than what it does for family members. Thus while it is 
not an  issue  treated  in  this dissertation, besides  individualism being a general  cultural 
pattern of modernity, marketing probably provides ideological subtexts that reproduce 
the individualist desire for autonomy within the family, which a range of different goods 
then lend themselves to the creation of. It would be reasonable also to apply a critical 
perspective on  the way  that advertising  creates  an unrealistic  image of perfect  family 
life  that  might  lure  parents  into  forms  of  consumption  that  they  cannot  sustain  and 
which destabilize their economy, or the way that the unavailability e.g. of options to buy 
healthy  food  contributes  to  the  obesity  of  children.  Another  issue  that  is  not  treated 
here is the economic and ecological impact that consumer culture exerts upon the world 
through  family  consumption:  From  keeping  businesses  alive  to  causing  ecological 
devastation.  
  Such  issues  are  not  included  in  this  dissertation,  partly  because  the 
phenomenological  and  cultural  focus  centers  more  on  what  consumption  does  for 
people  than what might objectively be  lacking. But another  reason  for  the absence of 
such  perspectives  here  is  that  these  Danish  upper  middle‐class  families  are  in  many 
ways among the winners of global consumer culture, living as they do in a well‐stocked 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capitalist  society  in  which  the  market  economy  is  being  balanced  by  other  well 
established  and  widely  accepted  societal  structures.  Maybe  the  transformative  point 
here is simply that everyone should have what they have: Access to a high availability of 
varied consumption options that a sound economic position allows them to engage in. 
Being  surrounded  by  an  egalitarian  culture  which  does  not  spur  them  into  spending 
massively on conspicuous consumption. A welfare state that keeps market mechanisms 
from  entirely  dominating  people´s  priorities  of  everyday  life  and which  regulates  the 
actions  of  marketers.  And  a  well  functioning  educational  framework  around  their 
children,  part  tax‐  and  self‐financed,  which  helps  the  parents  transfer  norms  about 
responsible consumption. 
Phenomenology: Consumption, materiality and being 
In  the  task  of  interpreting  the  data  gathered  in  the  field,  a  phenomenological 
perspective  plays  a  role  throughout  this  dissertation  in  conceptualizing  people´s 
relations  to  each  other,  and  to  material  objects  and  settings.  Even  if  the  terms  of 
immanence  and  transcendence  are  not  used  in  the  manuscripts,  all  have  the 
phenomenological  concern  with  how  on  one  side  individuals  and  groups  experience 
being  in place, existing within a bounded  locality and  self,  and on  the other  side  their 
intentional orientation to other people and places, the “being with” an Alter ego as we 
might  say  with  Heidegger  and  Schutz:  Being  oriented  in  one´s  imagination  to  absent 
times  and  spaces,  and  to  other  people´s  desires  and  ways  of  life,  whether  through 
empathic  understanding  or  through  concrete  relations  of  symbolic  and  material 
exchange. The dissertation does not provide a detailed review of the phenomenological 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tradition  as  such,  but  it  applies  concepts  grounded  in  the  phenomenological  tradition 
that help ‘open up’ and suggest perspectives on various analytical issues. These are the 
concepts of intersubjectivity, presence, dwelling and interiority.  
  Intersubjectivity (Jackson 1996; 1998) figures specifically in M1 and M4. In M1 it 
is  used  to  alleviate  that  manuscript´s  critique  of  the  ‘phenomenological’  tendency  in 
consumer  research  for  lacking  contextual  awareness  and  focusing  narrowly  on  the 
patterns  found  in  the  data  collected  for  the  study,  as  well  as  for  decontextualizing 
individuals from their social setting. The concept of intersubjectivity in that manuscript 
represents  an  example  of  a  phenomenological  approach  that  does  have  attention  to 
face‐to‐face context. The concept also figures in M4 where it is explicitly presented as a 
conceptualization  of  the  mutual  relations  of  family  members,  and  their  negotiations 
around family consumption and  individual autonomy. That manuscript also talks about 
the  presence  that  people  receive  to  their  fellow  family  members  partly  through 
consumption. Behind that notion  lies  implicitly other phenomenological concepts such 
as Schutz´ work on the alter ego (1970); which refers to the everyday social mechanism 
whereby  people  “turn  towards”  and  comprehend  the Other,  as well  as  the  notion  of 
empathy, which can be seen as the human ability to make that turn towards the Other 
(Zahavi 2008). While  the dynamic of  transcendence  figures  in M4 as  individuals  being 
oriented to other family members, in M3 it is analyzed in terms of being oriented to the 
outer world as a temporal and spatial “other” from within the interiority of hygge, home 
and family  life. The general contextual awareness that we argue for  in M1 means that 
any subjects´ experience of their social position must be seen in relation to the ‘others’ 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who are counter figures for that identification. At the level of social classes, we see this 
in  the middle‐class worldview  that  informants  live  out  in  their  everyday  consumption 
(M2). 
  In  this  dissertation  the  notion  of  presence  is  seen  as  intrinsic  to  the 
intersubjective perspective, which ties in with a larger phenomenological critique of the 
hermeneutic  tradition  that  is presented here  in M4 and M3  (Gumbrecht 2004). While 
this dissertation does not agree with the rejection of hermeneutics as such, in both M3 
and  M4  that  critique  is  found  to  be  inspiring  because  it  helps  us  to  go  beyond  the 
symbolist perspective that sees consumer goods only as signs, and consumption as an 
act of building  identity through those signs. The notions we move towards and should 
include  in our basic  repertoire of analytical  concepts have  to do with  intersubjectivity 
and  presence.  In  M3  it  concerns  the  question  of  how  concrete  material  properties 
constitute  a  horizon  of  possibility  for  the meanings  and  practices  that  arise.  In M4  it 
concerns  how  individual  autonomy  is  constructed  within  the  realms  of  the  family 
through  acts  of  consumption, which might  initially  look much  like  an  identity  project, 
but should be understood as a construction of a space for ones being and presence, that 
is  characterized  by  an  immediacy  in  the  consumer  subject´s  relation  to  self,  others, 
objects and home  that  the notion of  identity does not  capture.  In M3  it  concerns  the 
sense  of  being  present  in  a  here  and  now;  the  sense  of  interiority  afforded  by  social 
practices and the effects of certain consumer goods. 
  In this regard  it  is  important to comment on the relation between M2 and M3. 
They have the same analytical object, the social atmosphere of hygge, but approaches it 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from very different angles. M3 effectively takes its point of departure in considerations 
that appear at the end of M2. Taken together the papers represent different positions in 
two  central  debates  of  social  theory:  Particularism  vs.  universalism  and  subject  vs. 
object. M2 analyzes the cultural resonance of hygge in terms of a Nordic “homology of 
inner spaces”, and so applies a classic social anthropological perspective of analyzing a 
cultural phenomenon as analogous to other cultural processes that unfold at all  levels; 
from micro  to macro and minds  to  landscapes,  of  that  culture  (fuzzy and porous as a 
culture´s  boundaries may  be). M3  continues  the  issue  of  how  inner  and  outer  spaces 
interweave and contrast, but applies a more universalist perspective, seeing hygge as an 
expression of the basic human motivation to seek and construct a sense of interiority. In 
some  respect  the  difference  between  the  two  manuscripts  is  a  matter  of  M3 
approaching  things at a higher  level of abstraction. Thus when M2 speaks of a Nordic 
“homology of  inner  spaces”, M3 uses a  terminology of  inner and outer  repeating  in a 
“fractal  like  manner”,  which  is  analyzed  in  the  light  of  basic  human  existential 
considerations, rather than as culturally particular. In M3 the weight also shifts towards 
the  universal  side  by  stressing  the material  effects  of  objects  rather  than  the  cultural 
preferences  of  subjects.  But  this  does  not  mean  that  the  latter  perspective  is  more 
‘right’  than  the  first  one.  Indeed  I  am  inclined  to  see  the  particular Nordic  culture  of 
hygge  as  actually  existing:  A  local  cultural  intensification  of  dynamics  that  play  out 
universally, and are also intensified in other cultures than the Nordic context. Yet I have 
to say that my basic motivation  for writing  in the more universalist perspective of M3 
came  from  a  growing  amount  of  evidence  that  the  Danish  belief  in  the  cultural 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uniqueness of hygge to some extent reflects a lack of knowledge about everyday life in 
other  cultures.  From  the  admittedly  sketchy  information  available  on  that  analytical 
issue, phenomena like hygge do seem to be practiced in many different cultures, and at 
least  in  some  local  languages,  to  have  a  specific  term  applied  to  them  thw way  that 
Danes  (and  Norwegians)  do  with  hygge.  Other  national  cultures  also  seem  to  have 
monopolized ‘their’ kind of hygge to the same extent as have the Danes. Thus the Dutch 
think that gezelligheid – which is largely similar to hygge in social and material practice – 
is an exclusively Dutch phenomenon and marks a unique, laidback trait of their culture 
(de Valck, personal communication June 2010). My increasing awareness of such cross‐
cultural  similarities,  and  the  illusory  character  of  local  perceptions  of  uniqueness, 
prompted the seeking of the more universalist and materially attuned framework in M3. 
This does not mean that all is the same everywhere. Whilst the combination of national 
iconicity and everyday ubiquity of hygge is apparently not distinctly Danish, it might still 
be particular to certain kinds of societies.  It would take a comparative ethnography to 
tell. 
  The last major role that phenomenology plays in this dissertation is to suggest a 
broader  approach  within  CCT  towards  an  understanding  of  consumption  needs:  One 
that  is attentive to ontological universals besides cultural particulars. Phenomena such 
as  people´s  experience  of  time,  space,  identity,  the  self  and  sociality  are  rooted  in 
specific cultural and social circumstances and should be analyzed as such – but not only. 
They are also constituted through basic aspects of the human condition as such, of the 
way we perceive  the world and  the existential  challenges  that are,  if not universal,  at 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least widely applicable  to  broad historical  contexts  such as  the  industrialized Western 
world. We cannot a priori know if a specific empirical phenomenon is governed more by 
the particular or by the universal (Rosaldo 1984), but we need a conception of what the 
basics of human life consist of and how they might influence consumption, if we are to 
be  able  to  navigate  both  the  particular  and  universal  levels  of  analyzing  consumer‐
cultural variation. From a different angle than cultural analysis, phenomenology offers 
basic  ontological  insights  into  human  existence  that  can  be  used  as  tools  for 
conceptualizing consumption; both the immediate motivations that drive it and various 
contextual aspects of it. Thus in the CCT endeavor to “develop novel analytic theoretical 
frameworks that can  illuminate the sociocultural dynamics that drive the consumption 
cycle”  (Arnould  and  Thompson  ibid:  870),  this  dissertation  takes  steps  towards  a 
theoretical  approach  which  recognizes  that  in  addition  to  sociocultural  dynamics, 
existential needs and ontological conditions also drive the consumption cycle. Invoking 
phenomenology ultimately suggests a research question that could be fundamental for 
a phenomenology of consumption: How does consumption satisfy being? From a more 
normative perspective, Shankar and Fitchett (2002) have asked a similar question. Their 
basic position is that consumption fails to satisfy the human requirements for being, and 
that this should be a  future priority  for marketing. Their  translation of being  into “the 
continual  process  of  identification  and  identity  creation”  (ibid:  513)  is  perhaps  too 
focused on symbolic dynamics at the expense of the “presence effects” that interaction 
with  people  and  objects  hold.  Their  transformative  agenda  also  seems  to  block  the 
recognition of how, to some extent at least, consumption already affords being, which 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the phenomenon of hygge suggests that it might (M3). These issues apart, Shankar and 
Fitchett´s  approach  resonates  closely  with  the  phenomenological  ambition  in  this 
dissertation,  e.g.  when  they  employ  humanistic  theory  from  the  psychoanalyst‐
philosopher Erich Fromm as a perspective upon  the market, and set out the  following 
agenda:  “Fromm emphasised  humanistic  drives,  grounded  in  existential  and  culturally 
determined  needs… demands  that  one  considers what  it  is  to  be  a  human being  and 
how people can achieve a more authentic state of being in a given social context.” (ibid: 
505). It is a sympathetic and inspiring assertion that we should look at how consumption 
delivers being, and how both marketers and consumers could benefit from it. 
  The  last section of M3 tries to walk the phenomenological talk by analyzing the 
social practice of hygge – and why people are attracted to this form of atmosphere – as 
a form of “dwelling” (Heidegger 1971: 144 ff). It proposes that people consume certain 
goods  because  in  its material  effects,  the  “sensible”  thing  itself  “organizes  a  space  of 
planes and fields about itself” (Merleau‐Ponty 1968: 113), and hereby satisfies the way 
that  humans  are  “staying  constantly  with  near  and  remote  locations  and  things” 
(Heidegger ibid: 157; see also Bille, Hastrup and Sørensen 2010). 
  A last remark on the role of phenomenology in this dissertation is that it does not 
detract  from  but  rather  expands  the  concern  with  consumers´  needs,  that  is  the 
hallmark of research into consumer culture (Thompson, Locander and Pollio 1989; 1990; 
Slater  ibid:2).  The  analytical  tendency  in  this  work  towards  seeking  broad  overall 
concepts of human experience and sociality probably derives to some extent  from the 
very  research  design,  which  from  the  start  did  not  focus  on  one  brand  or  product 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category,  but  on  a  range  of  consumption  practices  that  revolve  around  dynamics  of 
family  life  and  the  social  position  as middle‐class.  The  focus  in  this  research  is  not  so 
much on particular situations or categories of consumption, as on the central underlying 
preferences  that  manifest  themselves  in  these  –  a  movement  that  naturally  tends 
towards the more abstract overlying drivers of consumption, both in culture, and more 
fundamentally at the level of ontology. 
  In  terms  of  the  fundamental  questions  asked  by  an  academic  discipline,  this 
dissertation  suggests  that  consumer  culture  research  should  remain  an  alternative  to 
other  schools  of  research  into  consumption  and  marketing  that  are  more  control‐
oriented,  in  that  they  either  aim  to  provide  marketers  with  the  means  to  control 
consumers,  and/  or  aim  to  control  the  environment  for  data  collection  by  removing 
particular  elements  of  consumption  practices  from  the  natural  context  in  which  they 
occur,  in  order  to  study  them.  Consumer  culture  theory  and  interpretive  consumer 
research  should  allow  themselves  to  ask  both  how  consumer  culture  influences  the 
larger world, and what consumption does to and for the cultural, social and existential 
experience of human being in the world. 
Boiling it down to consumption 
When formulating the findings presented here purely in terms of what they tell us about 
consumption,  this  thesis  shows  that  barriers  to  the  consumption  of  luxury  and  the 
experience  of  intensity  can  be  rooted  in  consumers´  cultural  preferences  for  an 
everyday form of social atmosphere marked by spontaneity and authenticity,  in which 
people  seek  the  consumption  of  ‘ordinary’  goods.  The  goods  they  seek  create  an 
 Interweavings 
66 
immediate sense of being with others in the here and now, and a collective experience 
of  temporal,  spatial  and  symbolic  contrast  and  ‘time out’  towards  the world  that  lies 
beyond.  In  this  environment  elements  of  symbolic  distinction  are  downplayed,  and 
goods and substances that lend themselves to sharing are positively regarded.  
  The dissertation also shows that an understanding of the attraction held by these 
social  experiences,  and  thus  by  the  consumer  goods  by  which  people  create  them, 
demands attention  to  the historical  grounding of  cultural norms and  the  formation of 
social classes and their perception of themselves, as well as of other groups in society. 
  While  notions  of  togetherness  and warm  atmosphere  normatively  apply  to  an 
idealized  family  life,  this  dissertation  shows  that  through  everyday  practices  of 
consumption within  families,  togetherness  is  balanced  by  individuality.  The  individual 
seeking of autonomy and  individual presence towards other  family members  is shown 
to be a driver of everyday consumption. It is argued that the concept of intersubjectivity 
can capture the simultaneity of  individuality and collectivity that is realized through  its 
everyday consumption patterns. 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The  following  is  entitled  “Towards  an  Epistemology  of  Consumer  Culture  Theory: 
Phenomenology, Structure and the Context of Context”. It is the only manuscript in this 
thesis that was co‐authored; with Søren Askegaard as  first author.  It was conditionally 
accepted for publication  in Marketing Theory  in August 2010.  It  is a conceptual article 
and as such not based on the empirical part of this project. 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Towards  an  Epistemology  of  Consumer  Culture 
Theory: Phenomenology, Structure and the Context 
of Context 
Søren Askegaard is first author on this manuscript 
Introduction 
The  interest  in  cultural  perspectives  on  consumption  has  risen  significantly  in  the 
decades around the recent turn of the millennium. Consumption has moved from being 
either  a  matter  of  regenerating  productive  forces  (sociology),  maximizing  utility 
(economics)  or  a  process  of  acquisition  (business  studies)  to  becoming  a  term  that 
seems  to  permeate  the  relations  between  society  and  individual,  be  it  in  the  form of 
social  classification  and  communications  systems,  identity  formation  processes, 
ritualistic  and  community  building  processes,  the  relationship  between  the  individual 
and the state under the reign of new public management, or the search for existentially 
fulfilling experiences. Sociologists and anthropologists as well as scholars from the field 
of  cultural  studies have  flocked  to  the  study of  consumption, and  the people hitherto 
most  interested  in  the  micro‐social  processes  of  consumption,  consumer  behavior 
researchers  from  the  marketing  discipline  have  experienced  a  fundamental 
paradigmatic  challenge  to  the  prevalent  econometric  or  cognitive  social  psychological 
approaches to consumption, that was labeled Consumer Culture Theory by some of the 
most significant challengers (Arnould & Thompson 2005). 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The  aim  of  this  paper  is  to  expand  recent  calls  for  more  focus  on  broader 
analytical frameworks of consumer culture theory (Arnould & Thompson 2005, 876). We 
are  experiencing  the  quasi‐institutionalization  (cf.  Arnould  &  Thompson  2007)  of  the 
approach  to  consumer  research  that  was  denominated  Consumer  Culture  Theory  by 
Arnould  and  Thompson  (2005),  which  is  culturally  and  socially  informed  but  by‐and‐
large situated at business schools. The path towards an  institutionalized establishment 
as  a  “school  of  thoughts”  (plural  well  intended)  necessitates  some  reflections  on  its 
subject matters as well  as  its epistemological  foundations. Naming  is  categorizing and 
categorizing  includes  putting  up  boundaries,  which  ipso  facto  leads  to  processes  of 
inclusion  and  exclusion.  The  (on  its  own  terms  fairly  comprehensive)  overview  that 
provided the CCT  label  in the first place (Arnould & Thompson 2005) has  indeed been 
considered provocative by many, especially for its omissions and its alleged attempt to 
present a “totalizing narrative” of one unified theory – criticized as a hegemonic vision 
of a highly diverse and polyphonic  field of voices (Arnould & Thompson 2007).   We do 
not wish to participate in this debate, which appears from our perspective to be missing 
the point. There is, as we see it, mainly benefits from developing a particular label in the 
contemporary marketplace of consumer research (cf. Peter & Olson 1981) as long as the 
purpose and effect is the establishment of an inclusive platform of dialogue rather than 
an exclusive guarding of dogma. Our  intention here is to provide some reflections that 
hopefully  can  be  conducive  for  the  creation  of  an  epistemology  pertaining  to  and 
possibly  even  demarcates  CCT  research  in  relation  to  other  cultural  approaches  to 
phenomena of consumption. 
 Manusc r i pt  1  
Towards an Epistemology of Consumer Culture Theory: Phenomenology, Structure and the Context of Context 
80 
 
As in all social research, the discussion of the relationship between structure and 
agency  has  been  inspiring  or  haunting  CCT  research  (depending  a  bit  on  one’s 
veneration  for  or  fatigue  with  this  central  issue).  Arguably,  as  we  shall  see,  the  CCT 
tradition has been inspired a lot by various approaches stressing consumer agency since 
it can be said to be born out of a dissatisfaction with too highly structured approaches 
to  consumer  behavior.  It  is  not  that  the  econometrically  or  psychologically  based 
approaches to consumer behavior, that CCT arose in opposition to, did not apply a focus 
on  the  individual,  but  it  was/is  an  individual  consumer  highly  constrained  by  the 
assumptions  of  rationality  and/or  cognitive  information  processing  inherent  in  the 
ontology of these two other “major pillars of consumer research” (Arnould & Thompson 
2007). Agency, from an econometric or a behavioral decision theory perspective, is thus 
almost  always  relegated  to  a  position  as  secondary  in  relation  to  the  controlled 
environment in which the consumer is situated, either through experimental design or 
through  the  pre‐established  universe  of  psychological  categories  presented  by  the 
survey  instrument.  Consequently,  the  orientation  of  much  CCT  research  has  been 
towards  exploring  a  variety  of  contexts  in  which  consumers  have  turned  out  to  be 
agentic constructors of their own identities, and drawing upon market‐based resources 
for doing so. The presentation of the consumer as a reflexive and empowered identity‐
seeker, navigating her or his way through the plethora of opportunities provided by the 
marketplace  and  reflecting  often  both  consciouscly  and  critically  over  the  market‐
mediated messages embracing the social object has thus been central to CCT research. 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Adding  a micro‐social  level  to  the  individual  as  a  unit  of  analysis,  the  research 
into consumer subcultures or brand communities  (e.g. Schouten & McAlexander 1995; 
Muniz & O’Guinn 2001) has contributed to understanding the consumer not just as an 
identity‐seeker  but  also  as  a  member  of  small  scale  social  unions.  Contemporary 
consumer  research  has  let  itself  be  inspired  by  French  sociologist  Maffesoli  and  his 
concept of a new tribalism (Maffesoli 1988) and argued for the usefulness of the tribe in 
understanding  consumer  behavior  from  a  collective  subject  perspective  (cf.  Cova, 
Kozinets & Shankar 2006). Additionally, we have recently seen a call for the study of the 
“connected consumers” or consumers as “relational units”,  for  instance  in the form of 
dyadic,  triadic or other micro‐constellations of social unions (e.g. Epp and Price 2008). 
This micro‐social  research, oftentimes drawing  inspiration from subcultural analyses of 
the  Birmingham  School,  has,  however,  had  tendencies  to  prolong  the  focus  on  the 
significance  of  the microculture  for  personal  identity  projects. Not  that  there  are  not 
exceptions.  In a  compelling analysis of a  set of  brand  communities,  Schau, Muñiz and 
Arnould  (2009)  demonstrate  the  usefulness  of  the  sociological  notion  of  practices  for 
understanding patterns of value creation that spans different communities.  The result is 
a kind of catalogue over standard social processes that seem to characterize all or most 
of such microcultures. 
The literature on brand communities and subcultures of consumption harbinger 
other contexts, where CCT researchers have underlined how consumer identity projects 
as well as their consumption patterns are highly bound by socially instituted factors of 
historical  and  cultural  character.  Such  factors  include  for  example  the  social 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construction  of  life  styles  (Holt  1997),  the  role  of  ideology  in  the  constitution  of 
consumption  (Crockett  and  Wallendorf  2004),  applications  of  Bourdieu’s  concepts  of 
capital  and  practice  (e.g.  Allen  2002;  Holt  1998),  and  the  significance  of  social 
institutions  for  consumer‐consumption  relationships,  for  example  in  terms  of  social 
categories of  the body  (Askegaard, Gertsen & Langer 2002; Thompson and Hirschman 
1995),  class  (Henry  2005;  Üstüner  and  Holt  2008),  masculinity  (Holt  and  Thompson 
2004),  technology  (Kozinets  2008),  and  youth  (Kjeldgaard  and  Askegaard  2006). 
Thompson  (2004)  argued  for  the  strong  role  of  institutionalized  marketplace 
mythologies  in shaping the meaning systems ascribed to alternative medicine. These – 
and other – studies witness the acknowledgement with CCT  research of the socialized 
nature of consumption beyond the lived experience of the individual consumers. 
Most certainly, then, broader analytical frameworks are not unknown in even in 
the earliest CCT research (e.g. Levy 1981; McCracken 1986; Sherry 1983, 1990). Despite 
this legacy as well as recent tendencies to give higher priority to social structure versus 
individual  agency  as  explanatory  framework  for  consumer  behavior,  the  prevailing 
dominance of individualistic perspectives in CCT can hardly be denied. Furthermore, the 
CCT literature is not exactly replete with articles that use empirically based research to 
debate  limitations  to  individualized  consumer  perspectives  on  consumption.  One 
notable exception is Murray’s (2002) re‐inquiry of Thompson and Haytko’s (1997) study 
of  fashion  consumers,  underlining  the  continued  relevance  of  the  politics  of  fashion 
despite  agentic  consumer’s  playful  construction  of  personalized  fashion  expression. 
Another  re‐inquiry  underlining  the  relevance  of  social  factors  beyond  the  lived 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experience of consumers is Askegaard, Arnould & Kjeldgaard’s (2005) questioning of the 
sufficiency  of  the  home‐host  culture  framework  as well  as  the  freedom of  immigrant 
consumer identity projects. . 
Consequently,  we  are  not  arguing  that  we  pave  new  roads  here.  However,  in 
spite of the recent tendencies to go beyond the individual in explanations of consumer 
behaviour,  the  majority  of  studies  within  CCT  continue  to  focus  on  the  individual 
consumer’s meaning and  identity projects.  The well‐deserved attention paid  to  recent 
research on consumption communities actually serves, for the purpose of this article, to 
reinforce  the  impression  that  mainstream  consumption  research  has  not  moved  far 
from  an  individual‐focused  paradigm:  Communities  of  consumption  remain  distinctly 
that,  an epistemological exotica  (Kozinets 2001; Muniz  Jr.  and O'Guinn 2001; Kozinets 
2002).  The  purpose  of  this  paper  is  to  further  the  development  of  a  contextually 
(socially,  culturally, politically and  institutionally) oriented CCT  research by providing a 
set  of  epistemological  arguments  for  its  usefulness.  We  aim  to  do  this  through  a 
discussion of the emergence and strength of the highly individualized, experiential focus 
in most of the consumer research inscribing itself in the CCT tradition. We continue with 
a  summary  of  some  of  the  already  highlighted  limitations  of  an  individual‐centered 
approach in CCT. While we criticize the limited usefulness of existential phenomenology 
for the construction of knowledge of consumer behavior, we also recognize currents of 
phenomenological  thinking  inside  and  outside  CCT  which  are  explicitly  or  implicitly 
based on an epistemology that directs attention to the socially and culturally embedded 
consumer. 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The  Existential  Phenomenology  Legacy  in  Interpretive  Consumer 
Research 
As  brilliantly  pointed  out  by  Tadajewski  (2006b),  the  birth  of  interpretive  consumer 
research was  rooted  in motivational  theory’s application of an epistemology  inherited 
from  depth  psychology  and  psychoanalysis.  While  Tadajewski  underlines  the 
fundamental similarity between the epistemological and methodological foundations of 
motivational  theory and  interpretive  consumer  research,  it  is probably  fair  to point  to 
the  experiential  and  phenomenological  focus  as  central  in  marking  out  the  so‐called 
“interpretive  turn”  (Sherry  1991)  in  consumer  research  of  the  1980s.  The  experiential 
and  naturalistic  focus  of  the  works  of  Holbrook  and  Hirschman  as  well  as  the 
participants  in  the  seminal  consumer  behavior  odyssey  (Belk  1986)  worked  as  a 
member‐checked  insurance  against  what  had  been  conceived  as  the  interpretive 
excesses of motivational theory. Referring back to Levy’s (1959) call for attention to the 
symbolic nature of consumption and drawing on the simultaneous paradigmatic debate 
in  marketing,  the  field  of  consumer  research  developed  a  stream  of  projects  and 
themes,  all  of which  had  as  a  paradigmatic  assumption  that  human  reality  (or  rather 
reality for humans) was not objectively given but always presented itself in the form of 
meanings, which had  to  be  interpreted. Thus, back  then,  the  label  interpretivism may 
have  seemed  more  appropriate  than  now,  almost  thirty  years  later  (cf.  Arnould  & 
Thompson 2005). Initially, the term “experiential consumption” (Holbrook & Hirschman 
1982) was often used to underline, that this stream of research aimed at getting close to 
the  lived  realities  of  the  consumer  to  extract  the  universe  of  meanings  applied  and 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constructed during the consumption processes. The most thorough example of such an 
existential approach to consumption was delivered by Belk in his now classical work on 
consumption  and  the  extended  self  (Belk  1988).    Not  long  after,  this  new  stream  of 
research  was  identified  with  the  social  analytical  tradition  of  “existential 
phenomenology”  in  Thompson,  Locander  and  Pollio’s  (1989)  seminal  call  for  “putting 
consumer experience back into consumer research”. This article, which we look at more 
closely  below,  as well  as  Thompson’s  (1997)  later  suggestion  of  an  equally  existential 
“hermeneutical”  approach  formed  a  standard  reference  for  scientific  approaches 
adopted by much CCT research in the decade and a half to follow. 
And  rightly  so,  since  the  emphasis  on  phenomenology  represented  a  strongly‐
based reaction against the cognitivism of the information‐processing paradigm (deemed 
unsuited  by  interpretivists  as  a  scientific  logic  to  study  human  behaviour).  It  was  a 
reaction against an overly abstract representation of consumers in consumer research, 
against what was  seen  as  relatively  futile  attempts  at  operationalizing  and measuring 
the  immeasurable,  and  a  reaction  against  methodological  and  conceptual  efforts  to 
disimplicate  the  (in  actual  fact)  highly  implicated  researcher  and  his  or  her  research 
tools.  The  re‐implication  undertaken  by  phenomenological  interpretivism  exemplifies 
the general tendency of postmodern social science to scorn totalizing claims to scientific 
knowledge about social life, valorizing instead the “positioned” researcher who creates 
admittedly subjective accounts and interpretations of the world (Haraway 1988). 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Hence, we  see  a  historical  pattern, where  “lived  experiences”  of  “real  people” 
became the standard (pun intended) behind which flocks of consumer researchers could 
rally in the paradigmatic fight against the “modellers” of the “normal science view”.   
The  focus  on  the  individual  is  also  very  much  in  line  with  contemporary 
liberatory  ideologies  celebrating  the  modern  individual’s  plethora  of  possibilities  and 
resonating with the prevailing mythology of self‐actualization. Additionally, there can be 
an  array  of  other  explanations  of  the  relative  attractiveness  of  the  phenomenological 
approaches  in the consumer research field. One major one, albeit rarely highlighted  in 
our  own  ranks,  is  that  large  parts  of  the  business  community,  disappointed with  the 
predictive  power  of  classical  consumer  research  approaches,  turned  to  consumer 
experiences  for  more  inspirational  portrayals  of  consumers  and  their  in  vivo 
whereabouts  and  choices.  “We  want  to  see  the  world  through  the  eyes  of  our 
customers” is a task often put before qualitative market researchers by clients who have 
little interest in an explanation of how their customers´ worldview actually comes about, 
since  this  might  invoke  interrelating  contexts  such  as  national  histories,  global 
economics, human evolution,  social  class  relations and psychology –  the diversity and 
complexity  of  which  can  rarely  be  summed  up  in  a  20  slide  executive  summary.  The 
growing  consciousness  of  the  experience  economy  (Pine  &  Gilmore  1999)  and  its 
opportunities  further  has  nourished  commercial  interest  in  consumer  creativity  and 
experiences, brand communities and so on.  
The  consumer  as  an  agent  is  thus  central  to  both  the  phenomenological 
consumer research approach to, as well as many contemporary managerial  reflections 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on consumers’ behavioural patterns.  Furthermore, Arnould and Thompson  (2005)  find 
that  of  the  four  categories  of  CCT  research,  the  most  voluminous  one  in  terms  of 
publications is the one focusing on “consumer identity projects”. Thus, the legacy of CCT 
research  has  been  working  towards  a  predominantly  agency  based  view  on  the 
consumer, leading to a relative neglect of the structural foundations and limitations of 
the consumers’ experiential universe.  
Limitations of individually focused CCT research 
Consequently, when we  look back on the development of what  is now called CCT, the 
thought occurs that there has been some negative and unwanted consequences of the 
existential,  phenomenological,  hermeneutical  or  otherwise  labeled  focus.  In  a 
paradoxical  way,  its  focus  on  consumer  experiences  can  be  said  to  have  served  as  a 
continuation  of  the  psychologizing  tendency  in  consumer  research  that  some  of  the 
founding fathers (and mothers!) strived to overcome. Only the more recent streams of 
research referred to in the introduction have begun to turn the tide, thus justifying the 
updated self‐designation of the field: Consumer Culture Theory. 
  The  continued  predominance  of  the  individual  as  a  unit  of  analysis  has  been 
challenged by Moisander, Peñaloza and Valtonen (2009), who argue that “It is important 
to  be  attentive  to  the  specific  representational  systems    ‐    the  socio‐culturally 
normalized and  institutionalized ways of  thinking,  talking and  representing knowledge 
about  the  consumption  agent,  object  or  activity  that  are  available  and  offered  by  the 
researcher  to  those  being  studied  as  resources  for  making  sense  of  the  topic  in  the 
specific context of the study” (op.cit. p. 20). In a parallel article Moisander, Valtonen and 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Hirsto (2009) argue convincingly for the limitations of the individually and experientially 
based  perspective  on  consumer  culture,  which  follows  from  the  phenomenological 
interview  being  the  predominant  method  of  data  collection  within  CCT.  Most 
importantly, they argue, such a perspective tend to downplay the more critical aspects 
in contemporary consumer culture, since such a critical approach is not an obvious part 
of  consumers’  lived  experiences  and  thus  do  not  appear  in  the  phenomenological 
interview. To some extent, this echoes the insights provided by Holt (1991), concerning 
the problems of  interpretive  consumer  research  conducted under  the guidance of  the 
criteria of naturalistic inquiry with its focus on objective criteria for evaluating research 
quality, such as member‐check in order to secure trustworthiness. Such emphasis on the 
direct reflection of  lived experiences  is bound to narrow possibilities of  interpretation. 
Holt,  therefore,  underlines  the  necessity  of  adding  what  he  calls  insightful 
interpretation. We would  like  to  add,  that  although  such  interpretation  is  necessarily 
subjective,  as  Holt  notes,  it  must  also  in  order  to  constitute  scientific  insight  be 
theoretically  informed,  in  the  way  that  it  makes  data  speak  to  social  and  cultural 
context; by referring to existing theory or developing new analytical propositions. 
We  agree  with  Moisander  and  coauthors  that  for  CCT  research  to  progress 
beyond this one‐sided attention to the self‐realizing individual, new conceptualizations 
and  models  are  required.  Some  of  these  can  be  found  within  sociology  and 
anthropology, as mentioned above, while some originate within the CCT field, such as, 
e.g.,  brand  communities.  But,  and  possibly  more  fundamentally,  it  also  requires  an 
additional  reflection  on  how  researchers  of  the  CCT  field  generally  employ  constructs 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such as ritual, status, traditions, symbolism and so on. Such constructs are often used by 
CCT  researchers  to  describe  how  consumers  construct  meaningful  universes  for 
themselves  by  inscribing  their  practices  of  consumption  in  various  social  logics. 
However,  such  phenomena  are  not  necessarily  best  understood  from  a  social 
psychological  perspective,  i.e.,  as  strategies  for  the  individual  in  terms  of  satisfying 
desires,  defining  selves,  and  constructing  existences.  If  in  the  search  for  agents  who 
construct meaning we continue to apply overly individualist perspectives, society cannot 
become much more than the aggregate of individuals’ choices to engage in this ritual or 
that  practice  for  the  purpose  of  carving  out  an  existence  for  him  or  her  self.  From  a 
sociological perspective, the inverse causality should be just as dominant (at least) in our 
reflections on contemporary consumer culture. We have known at least since the days 
of  Simmel,  that  individual  selves  and  intentions  are  functions  of  social  and  cultural 
practices, as pointed out by Østergaard & Jantzen (2000). 
Miller  also  shows  how  consumers´  discourses  about  shopping  as  a  hedonistic 
pastime  negate  their  actual  practice  of  daily  shopping,  which  is  characterized  by  a 
deeply  socially  embedded  caring  for  present  or  hoped‐for  future  relationships  (Miller 
1998). But we are still reluctant to give up on the so hardly won respect for consumer 
agency.  Are  we  so  enamored  by  the  empowered  consumer  that  we  dare  not  speak 
about  socially  structured  determinisms?  The  call  here  is  not  to  give  up  on  consumer 
experience, but  for situating acts of consumption, their motivations and consequences 
in a world that reaches beyond the subjectivity of the agent. 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Epistemological  Supports  for  a More  Socially  Embedded  CCT Research 
Agenda 
We  would  like  to  stress  how  our  reflections  here  are  rooted  not  so  much  in 
contemporary  conditions  of  the  experiential  and  reflexive  consumer  as  in  more 
fundamental  anthropological  considerations  concerning  the  human  condition  and  its 
epistemology.  In  order  to  provide  some  broader  epistemological  grounding  for  our 
ensuing  reflections  on  practices  and  contexts  as  central  concepts  for  research  in 
consumer  culture,  we will  draw  on  Douglas  (1986)  theory  of  institutions  and Morin’s 
(1986) anthropology of knowledge. 
As  we  have  already  evoked,  part  of  our  argument  here  is  based  on  the 
shortcomings  of  interpreting  consumer  behavior  exclusively  or  even  predominantly  in 
terms  of  the  individual  subject.  We  argue  for  the  legitimacy  of  thinking  in  terms  of 
collective  subjects.  This  is  why  we  turn  to  Douglas’  theory  of  institutional  agency. 
Douglas  tries  to  establish  a  sociological  epistemology  based  on  the  thinking  of  Emile 
Durkheim and Ludwik Fleck  in order to ensure, that social facts are explained by other 
social  facts  rather  than  being  put  through  a  psychological  reductionism.  Hence,  her 
arguments  are  built  up  around  a  set  of  core  cases  of  institutional  agency,  such  as 
institutional  remembering  and  forgetting,  institutional  categorizing,  institutional 
decision  making  and  not  least  institutions  conferring  identity.  As  such,  and  this  is 
important  for  us  to  underline,  social  structures  cannot  be  conceived  as  simply 
constraining an otherwise  free  individual.  The  social operations of  institutional agency 
are  enabling  and  constraining  at  the  same  time.  Douglas  embraced  Fleck’s  notion  of 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thought style  (referred to as  for example discourse, conceptual scheme or  ideology by 
various  other  philosophers)  to  indicate  the  social  formation  of  our  individual 
expressivity. As Douglas  (1986 p. 13) quotes Fleck for asserting: “The  individual within 
the collective  is never, or hardly ever,  conscious of  the prevailing  thought  style which 
almost always exerts an absolutely compulsive force upon his thinking, and with which it 
is not possible to be at variance”. Based on Douglas reflections, we would argue that it is 
crucial  for  the  consumer  culture  researcher  to  include  an  account  of  the  institutional 
thought styles at stake in a particular field, well beyond the experienced life world of the 
consumer. 
  Douglas  says  that  the  two  fields  of  symbolic  anthropology  and  rational  choice 
theory (which, in our case, includes for example phenomenological accounts of identity 
construction)  are  usually  kept  apart,  but must  be  combined  in  a bricolage manner  in 
order to account for the  institutionalized nature of even the simplest acts of cognitive 
classification and remembrance. This bricolage of institutional and individual agency, as 
well as the double nature of social structure as enabling and constraining is reminiscent 
of  French  sociologist  and  philosopher  of  science  Edgar  Morin’s  dialogical  notion  of 
complexity  and  his  notion  of  the  uniduality  of  thought  (Morin  1986,  cf.  also  Kofman 
1996).  This  uniduality  is  best  expressed  through  the  dialogic,  a  recursive  relationship 
between  two  concurrent  and  antagonistic  parts,  which  as  a  model  is  constitutive 
element in Morin’s philosophy of complexity. Unlike a dialectic, none of the conflicting 
logics are resolved but remain co‐constitutive of each other. Examples of such a dialogic, 
of which Morin’s writings  are  replete,  are  relations  between body  and mind  (and  the 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related  empiricism‐rationalism  dialogic),  or  individual  and  society.  Morin  (1986),  in  a 
discussion  of  the anthropology of  knowledge, argues  that  the process of  thinking and 
thus the formation of knowledge takes place in a series of dialogical relations between 
different  mental  operations,  that  may  be  summarized  in  the  overarching  dialogic  of 
comprehension,  an  empathic mode of  knowledge  close  to Verstehen  in  the Weberian 
sense  of  the  term,  and  explanation,  referring  to  a  logical‐rational‐empirical  style  of 
knowledge The dialogic represents an open reasoning, where any attempt to ignore the 
complexity of the uniduality of thought will lead to totalizing and dogmatic visions of the 
world.  For  example,  no  thinking  is  possible  without  rationality,  argues  Morin,  but  a 
hegemonic  assumption  of  rationality  leads  to  a  rationalized,  dogmatic,  and  closed 
reasoning. Hence there are good epistemological reasons for keeping the dialogic open 
and  each  side  “in  check”  by  the  built‐in  antagonisms,  says Morin,  because  there  are 
pitfalls  on  each  side  of  the  delicate  and  uncertain  construction  of  knowledge.  This 
dialogic  of  empathic  understanding  and  logical  reasoning  can,  according  to Morin,  be 
broken down  into a number of constituent dialogics. As he writes: “The thought,  in its 
organizing/creative movement,  is a complex dialogic of activities and operations which 
engages the complementary/antagonistic competences of the mind/brain.” (Morin 1986 
p.  182).  As  illustrated  in  the  central  column  in  the  figure  below,  this  indicates  “the 
complex  character  of  the  act  of  thinking;  it  evokes  perpetually  in  itself  in  a 
complementary  way  virtually  antagonistic  processes  which  otherwise  would  tend  to 
exclude  each  other”.  (ibid.)    As  such,  the  process  of  thinking  is  an  “uninterrupted 
dialogical  dynamism,  a  navigation  between  the  contrary  Scylla’s  and  Charybdis’s 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towards  which  the  thought  will  be  drawn  by  any  hegemony  of  one  side  of  its 
antagonistic  processes”  (ibid.).  Knowledge  must  then  be  constituted  through  the 
complex  dialogic  of  its  constituting  antagonisms.  This  dialogic,  then,  engages  the 
oscillation  between  analysis  (of  parts)  and  synthesis  (of  the  whole),  between  the 
particular  and  the  general,  between  the  empirical  (based  on  observation)  and  the 
rational (based on logic). 
 
Figure: The Dialogic of Knowledge and its Pitfalls (excerpt from Morin 1986 p. 184) 
Subjectivism  Comprehension/explanation  Objectivism 
Unintelligibility  Concrete/abstract  Disincarnation 
Subjectivism  Participation/detachment  Incomprehension 
Arbitrariness  Analogic/logic  No creativity 
Arbitrariness  Imagination/verification  No invention 
Drifting  Uncertainty/certainty  Dogmatism 
Confusion  Blurring/precision  Abstract rigidity 
 
However, as  indicated by  the parable of  Scylla and Charybdis,  knowledge must 
always  toe  the  line  and  keep  engaging  its  antagonistic  forces.  Rather  than  an 
equilibrium, it is for Morin a matter of a recursive process or, as he puts it, a whirlwind 
of  constant  regulation. To  the extent  that  this  regulation  is not  successful,  knowledge 
degrades and falls into one of the pitfalls indicated in the left and right columns of the 
figure. 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In a CCT context, the reasoning behind the rise of interpretivism in the 1980s can 
be seen   as a move towards the left side of this figure in an attempt to challenge models 
of knowledge, that strove for logical, detached and verifiable explanations of consumer 
behavior.  The  latter  would  sacrifice  insights  into  consumer  realities  for  theoretically 
precise and (oftentimes) mathematically abstract descriptions, which left very little flesh 
and blood on the portrait of consumers (Thompson et al. 1989). That the CCT tradition is 
in  itself  a  scene  for  such  dialogues  among  paradigms  is  evident  in  for  example  the 
discussion  of  researcher  participation  illustrated  by  the  debate  pro  (Gould  1991)  and 
contra  (Wallendorf  &  Brucks  1993)  introspection  as  a  legitimate  method  within  CCT 
research. 
Applying the dialogics of Morin to the history of CCT research, we would argue 
that  the  need  to  bring  consumers  alive  as  real  people  and  an  individualistic 
operationalization of the phenomenological tradition in consumer research has lead the 
CCT field to a situation, where it sometimes applies an overly comprehension‐oriented 
approach to consumer experiences. In an understandable reaction to the objectivism of 
the  correlation  coefficient  hegemony,  CCT  research  has  employed  a  sometimes  too 
comprehensive  and  subjectivist  approach, where  informants’  experiential  outpourings 
about  their  consumption whereabouts  are  not,  or  only  to  a  small  extent,  interpreted 
and/or  criticized  against  alternative  explanatory  or  motivational  frameworks. 
Consequently,  the  application  of  macro‐systemic  and  social  theoretical  concepts  for 
understanding the  life worlds of consumers,  that go beyond what can  immediately be 
detected  in  consumer  accounts  of  lived  experiences,  have  been  the  exception  rather 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than  the  rule.  Paradoxically,  CCT  has  to  a  large  degree  adopted  Locke’s  famous 
empiricist conclusion that nothing is in the mind which was not first in the senses – with 
the  significant  addition  that we  are  talking  about  the  senses  of  the  consumer  subject 
under investigation. Furthermore, in our search for the concrete consumer experiences 
rather  than more  abstract  patterns,  we  have  introduced  a  tendency  to  avoid  certain 
consumption phenomena  that do not  readily  lend  themselves  to  consumer  reflection. 
Some types of consumption are deeply inscribed in less reflexive consumption practices, 
for instance the consumption of water, electricity, and such goods (Gronow and Warde 
2001).  In  spite  of  the  importance  of  the  latter  consumption  areas  for  social  and 
economic policy, their study is still largely left to utilitarian approaches. 
It  therefore  makes  sense  to  take  a  closer  look  at  the  practice  turn  in 
contemporary  theory  (Schatzki  et  al.  2001)  and  its  consequences  for  marketplace 
activities (e.g. Kjellberg & Helgesson 2007; Andersson, Aspenberg & Kjellberg 2008) and 
for consumption (Warde 2005) 
Consumption as practice: Individual experience and social constraints  
It might seem odd to follow a section inspired by Morin with one inspired by Bourdieu, 
since  these  two  French  sociologists were  distinctly  at  odds with  each  other, mutually 
accusing  the  counterpart  of  social  determinism  (Morin  on  Bourdieu)  and  scientific 
anarchy (Bourdieu on Morin) respectively. However, we would like to argue that while it 
is  exactly  through  a  theorizing  of  the  function  of  social  institutions  that  we  avoid 
scientific  anarchy,  it  is  by  simultaneously  striving  for  empathic  comprehension,  and 
unleashing  the  creative  potential  of  the  sociological  imagination  for  detecting  cultural 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processes, that we avoid social determinism. The theoretical legacy of Bourdieu, then, in 
our minds and hands should and could not be seen and used as a socially deterministic 
strait jacket. It should also be noted, that Bourdieu’s sociology, with its insistence on the 
game  as  a  metaphor  for  social  life,  allows  for  much  more  rule‐bending  than  is 
sometimes accounted for in later uses.  
It should be an assumption on the part of any researcher investigating consumer 
culture, that while the consumer perceives his or her actions, desires and intentions as 
directed specifically to circumstances in the life of themselves or their close peers, these 
drivers  of  consumption  to  a  large  extent  originate  in  cultural,  societal,  economic  and 
political conditions. This does not mean doing away with accounting for the  individual 
worldview. But we argue that it is imperative to regard consumption as practice. Among 
other  theoreticians  of  practice  (e.g.  (Giddens  1979),  the  conceptual  toolbox  of  Pierre 
Bourdieu  is well  suited  for  this calibration of  our epistemological  apparatus (Bourdieu 
1972/2007; Bourdieu 1984). As consumers act to maximize material, symbolic and social 
capital  within  various  types  of  fields,  they  may  experience  themselves  as  under  no 
particular  constraint  from  rules  or  obligations.  But  this  is  exactly  the  point  of  the 
concept  of  habitus;  that  the  social  actor  possesses  an  embodied,  pre‐reflective 
competence, having internalized the rewards and sanctions that stem from surrounding 
social  structures, which  are  thus  not  the  object of  direct  reflection.  There  is  indeed  a 
tendency for misrecognition on the part of social actors, Bourdieu says, as the latter are 
neither  able  nor  willing  to  recognize  that  their  practices  follow  and  reproduce  social 
rules  for  an  everyday  “economic”  maximization  of  capital  in  their  culture  and  social 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fields.  This  tendency  obviously  casts  into  doubt  the  adequacy  of  any  research  that 
simply reiterates the claims to  individual uniqueness and free self‐realization made by 
consumers:  A  valid  analysis  should  also  point  to  the  social  constraints  and  cultural 
continuities  which,  from  an  analytical  viewpoint,  manifest  themselves  in  consumer 
practice.  This  does  not  mean  that  there  is  social  determinism:  Consumer  practice  is 
conditioned by external structures, but it also works back on these structures, changing 
them  through  acts  of  improvisation.  These  acts  arise  continually  in  that  actors  never 
face a completely predictable outcome of the social symbolic exchanges they engage in, 
and because social  rules are always abstract, never prescribing specifically the conduct 
that will lead to a desired outcome in any social situation. The analysis of practice thus 
encompasses  the  reproduction  of  social  boundaries  that  is  simultaneous  with  the 
ongoing  formulation  of  strategies  by  actors,  their  improvisation  in  the  face  of 
unanticipated  consequences  and  ambiguous  responses,  and  their  experience  of  self‐
actualization, creativity and rebellion.   
The benefit of  the Bourdieuan approach for consumer research  is not primarily 
that  it makes  it possible  for consumer  researchers to order their empirical material by 
dividing  it  into  social  fields  and  kinds  of  capital,  although  such  attempts  at  neat 
analytical  mapping  seems  to  dominate  much  CCT  usage  of  Bourdieu´s  work.  Its  real 
strength however, lies  in the epistemology that underwrites concepts such as practice, 
habitus and misrecognition. We do not argue that any analysis of consumption should 
necessarily utilize specific Bourdieuan concepts. But the basic analytical stance to social 
life that the latter represent, serves any analysis of consumption well by safeguarding it 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from the worst excesses of  liberatory  ideology and overly  individualist epistemologies, 
adding  a  certain  analytical  distance  to  consumers´  own  accounts  of  their  reasons  for 
acting.  
A More Contextually Oriented Consumption Research  
We  are  appealing  for  CCT  research  to  pay  increased  attention  to  the  contexts  that 
condition practices of  consumption. While “context”  is sometimes  invoked  in  research 
on  consumer  culture,  the  term  itself  has  not  received  much  specific  attention  itself. 
Most profoundly, Arnould, Price and Moisio  (2006) discuss the significant processes of 
selecting  a  rewarding  context  for  gaining  theoretic  knowledge  about  marketplace 
phenomena.  Their  insightful  chapter  itself  is  witnessing  the  preoccupation  with  the 
microsocial  context  of  CCT  research,  even  if  these  authors  underline  the  dangers  of 
overcontextual  absorption  both  for  researchers  and  readers  of  research  output.  But 
what is “context”?  
A  common  understanding  of  contextualization  is  that  it  implies  appealing  “to 
features and characteristics surrounding a phenomenon in order to illuminate it and to 
understand or give sense to it” (Dilley 1999). Dilley explains that appeals to context can 
be distinguished as different kinds of contextualizing moves, of which the main three are 
1.  External  context:  Articulating  “a  connection  between  one  domain  of 
phenomena…and another” such as the social life of a group, or wider societal or global 
structures and processes surrounding the phenomenon (ibid: 12).  
2. Internal context: Connections within the domain of the phenomenon under study. An 
illustrative  example  concerns  spoken  language,  where  the meaning  of  one  part  of  an 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utterance  exists  only  in  relation  to  other  parts  of  the  same  utterance.  The  overall 
meaning  of  the  full  utterance  also  involves  the  social  and  material  contexts  of  the 
speaker that were referred to above as “external”.  
3. Psychological or mental context  is  the third most common analytical  reference, and 
marks “a shift in attention in the study of meaning from the relationship between signs 
and the things they signify in the world towards a focus on the minds of sign‐users and 
their intentions as inner states” (ibid: 13).  
An  example  of  early  CCT  research  that  includes  the  three  types  of  contexts 
mentioned above  is  that of (Belk, Wallendorf, Sherry Jr. and Holbrook 1991) analyzing 
the  symbolic meaning  of  collecting  and  collections.  Psychological  or mental  context  is 
invoked  when  describing  collectors  as  people  who  are  intent  to  create  some  small 
measure of perfection in a world indifferent or scornful to their plight, or who immerse 
themselves in the collection as “a new realm of experience [where they] can potentially 
experiment  with  a  fantasy  life”  (ibid:  25).  Internal  contextualization  is  used  when 
emphasizing seriality: How objects such as nutcrackers have no intrinsic meaning as use 
or aesthetics but solely  in  relation to other objects, with which they must share some 
similarity. External contexts referred to are for example the “heightened acquisitive and 
possessive orientation  that epitomizes  the modern consumer  ‘culture’”  (ibid: 20),  and 
the  act  of  collecting  is  seen  as  “an  immersion  in  acquisitiveness,  individualism, 
competitiveness, and display of personal accomplishments through material objects – all 
central values in American culture” (ibid: 42). 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We can thus restate our argument here as one that goes against the overly individualist 
focus of some consumption research relying mainly on psychological or mental context. 
We  concur  with  Dilley  that  this  approach  has  little  relevance  for  a  fieldwork‐based 
discipline.  As  argued  above,  phenomenological  approaches  must  go  beyond  such 
tendencies, and we have referred to several that satisfy this requirement.  
  To which  contexts  should  consumption  research  pay  attention?  Is  it  enough  to 
have some kind of context, even if it does not include relations to other human beings? 
At  the  risk  of  contradicting  (but  hopefully  nuancing)  our  main  argument  about  the 
socially  embedded  consumer,  we  recognize  that  in  understanding  the  meaning  of 
objects  to  consumers,  one  does  not  necessarily  have  to  foreground  the  social 
constructions and values that reside  in the surrounding social sphere. Material  layouts 
and ecological conditions are also relevant contexts. Some very interesting perspectives 
along  the  lines of  “object agency” have appeared  in  the works of  scholars who, while 
also invoking contexts such as the ideologies of society and the agency and intention of 
consumers,  pay  close  attention  to  the  consumption  object  itself  as  primary  context, 
while also bringing  into play the  ideologies of society and the agency and  intention of 
consumers  (Borgerson 2005). A potential  for a  certain  consumer – object  relation can 
reside  in  the make‐up  of  the  very  object  itself,  such  as  the  ability  of  some objects  to 
“reveal  themselves  progressively”  and  in  the  process  engage  the  consumer  in  an 
intersubjective  relation with  the object  (Zwick and Dholakia 2006). Or  in  the  role  that 
material  spaces,  such  as  those  of  the  home,  have  in  determining  consumers´ 
consumption habits (Coupland, Iacobucci and Arnould 2005). Even if the evident cultural 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and historical variation in the meaning of signs suggest that the latter is arbitrary (Mick 
1986),  there  is  something  to  be  said  for  acknowledging  the  role  of  material  object 
functions and ecological conditions in structuring consumer experience and practice by 
influencing the horizon of possible meanings and outcomes. 
  In spite of such advances in terms of understanding how meanings may emanate 
from the immediate material make‐up of the object, an overwhelming body of research 
in anthropology and sociology suggests the primacy of social context. Now clearly, much 
research  into  consumer  culture  does  go  beyond  “mind  as  context”  and  take  as 
epistemological  point  of  departure  that  consumption  objects  and  practices  signify 
something  in  the  world.  But  still  there  is  a  lack  of  adequate  attention  to  social  and 
cultural  context  in  many  analytical  works,  which  focus  instead  on  the  agency  of 
consumers  and  their  identity  projects.  These  invoke  mainly  psychological  context,  as 
mentioned  above,  for  analyzing  the  symbolic  meanings  of  consumer  goods,  and  the 
emotions and preferences of consumers.  
Roots  of  the  Individualizing Tendency  in  Phenomenological  Consumer 
Research  
Our  critique  extends  to  those  studies  of  consumption  which  go  beyond  the 
psychological  level,  and  do  pay  attention  to  economic  and  social  conditions  of  the 
consumers’  everyday  life,  but  still  confine  themselves  to  the  context  of  their  own 
empirical data. This usage of context, which would be called internal in the terminology 
of  Dilley,  is  prevalent  in  phenomenological  CCT‐related  research,  as  we  argue  in  this 
section.  Because  the  tradition  of  phenomenology  has  been  a  driving  force  in  the  CCT 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focus on experience, we will take a closer look at the beginnings of CCT phenomenology; 
the  analytical  ambitions  that  it  initially  held  and  how  these  relate  to  the  present 
challenges  of  contextualization  facing  CCT.  We  also  look  briefly  at  later  CCT‐related 
works  that  explicitly  place  phenomenology  in  the  foreground  of  their  analytical 
approach.  In  other  words,  it  is  time  to  revisit  the  already  stated  critique  of  CCT 
phenomenology in the light of the various levels of context. 
  While the “phenomenological approach” referred to in CCT works of the 90´s and 
00´s  often  employ  a  de‐contextualizing,  individualizing  perspective,  this  is  not 
necessarily  the direction pointed out by  the programmatic article by Thompson et.  al. 
(1989).  The  article  warns  against  fragmenting  consumer  experience  into  independent 
analytical elements.  Such a  call  for holism can be  seen as an argument  for  contextual 
analysis, especially when the article argues that we should seek to “describe experience 
as it emerges in some context(s)” (ibid: 135), thus criticizing the analytical abstraction of 
consumers´ knowledge from the context that it is attuned to. 
  A  further  promise  of  contextual  awareness  lies  in  the  notion  of  figure/ground: 
While  the  article  is  of  course  highly  attentive  to  consumer  experience,  the  article  is 
adamant  that  what  draws  the  attention  of  consumers  is  never  independent  of 
background;  the  two  co‐constitute  each  other.  On  the  awareness  of  the  consumer, 
elements of  context exert an  influence and may  suddenly  impress  themselves as text, 
and that shifting itself is crucial to consumer experience, the article suggests. That part 
of  the  article  does  not  directly  concern  cultural  and  social  context;  it  is  more 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psychologically concerned with the dynamics of attention. But  it  implies an analysis of 
what “ground” is, which suggests some sort of contextual understanding.  
  However  when  practiced  in  CCT‐related  research,  actual  phenomenological 
approaches  seem  to  be  more  concerned  with  interrelating  the  various  parts  of 
consumer experience, than with placing that phenomenon in a wider social and cultural 
context. This tendency emerges in the study of the consumption experience of mothers 
published  by  Thompson  et  al  in  1990,  shortly  after  their  call  for  a  phenomenological 
consumer research. In the introduction we are briefly reminded that in the US society of 
that  time,  there  is  a  feminist  movement  which  relates  to  increasingly  egalitarian 
marriages. The  remainder of  the article  refers only  to what we might  call  the  internal 
context  of  the  study  at  the  individual  level:  The  financial  situation  of  informants,  the 
structure of their family, their expressed personal feelings about shopping and habits as 
a  consumer,  the  social  side  of  their  shopping with  friends  and  family,  and  their  own 
attempts at changing their ways of shopping. By interrelating these different domains of 
individuals´  experience  of  consumption  and  everyday  life,  the  article  arrives  at  a 
compelling  interpretation  around  consumers´  attempts  at  controlling  their  shopping: 
“within  the  context  of  a  perceived  crisis,  Samantha  experiences  freedom  from  the 
responsibilities  of  shopping  alone.”  (1990:  351,  indentation  added).  While  the 
interpretation  of  freedom  within  crisis  most  likely  goes  beyond  what  the  informant 
herself  would  be  able  to  state,  the  range  of  social  phenomena  drawn  on  for 
interpretation remains narrowly confined to those that the consumer herself points to 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as  relevant,  and  which  readily  lend  themselves  to  interpretation  within  the  data  set 
collected for the specific analysis.  
  Thus the two founding works of phenomenological CCT do not move beyond the 
subjective horizon  of  the consumer  in  their analytical  approach, even  if  they  show an 
awareness  of  the  necessity  to  contextualize  consumers´  lived  reality.  The  consumer 
experience becomes at once both text and context: Various elements of the consumer 
experience,  which  are  in  themselves  analytical  “text”,  become  the  context  for  other 
elements of  that  selfsame consumer experience  (even  if  the  descriptive  range of  that 
experience  is  widened  considerably  compared  to  measurements  of  experience‐
fragments undertaken in the  labs of consumer behavior psychologists). The studies we 
are reviewing here do however interrelate different elements of consumer subjectivity 
in a way that represents a certain dynamic of text and context, but almost exclusively 
within a horizon confined to phenomena that stand out within the set of interview data 
as  such. What  is  missing  are  the  various  external  contexts  for  consumers´  efforts  to 
exercise control over their shopping, such as modern individualism and the middle‐class 
morality  that  makes  a  carefully  managed  economy  and  a  sense  of  personal  style 
important  ways  to  gain  social  respect.  These  contexts  are  active  when  consumers 
navigate,  appropriate,  reproduce  and  challenge  "consumer  culture".  External  contexts 
relevant  for  a  study  of  family  shopping would  also  be  those  analyzed  in more  recent 
works by Miller and others on the historical changes around the Western family; away 
from patriarchal power and  status  towards  the  sacralization of  the child  (Miller 1998) 
and the societal moralizing and monitoring of relations between parent and child rather 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than those between spouses (Gullestad 1992; Gullestad and Segalen 1997; Howell and 
Melhuus 2001).  
If we look at the CCT‐related studies that have followed since Thompson and his 
coauthors’  call  for a  focus on consumer experience, and which  refer  to  themselves as 
phenomenological, we  see  that  “phenomenological” has a different meaning  for early 
practitioners  of  phenomenological  consumer  research.  It  varies  to  which  extent  the 
phenomenological  approach  draws  on  context.  Mick  and  Demoss  (1990)  refer  to 
Thompson and his coauthors as they embrace “the emphasis  in the phenomenological 
paradigm  on  examining  context‐embedded  human  experience”,  which  in  1990 would 
have signified a move out of the lab and closer to the real life experience of consumers. 
In  their  analysis  of  self‐gifts  the  authors  make  a  brief  reference  to  the  “Western 
Protestant ethic” that finds its full realization in the American ethos of achievement and 
reward. But apart from that, interpretation again unfolds within the horizon of the data 
set. It seems common for consumer research that declares itself as phenomenological to 
confine itself in this way to the data collected among a few individuals, and use that as 
the  basis  for  finding  correlations  that  suggest  segments  or  personality  types  of 
consumers. These works seem to assume that by taking a “phenomenological approach” 
one  is  licensed  to  making  merely  a  broad,  emic,  non‐theoretical  description  of  a 
phenomena.  This  research  seems  to  be  unaware  of  the  analytical  potential  that 
phenomenology  holds,  instead  seeing  “phenomenological  description”  merely  as  a 
precursor to theoretical explanation. 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 Often  the  aim  of  such  “phenomenological  description”  is  to  judge  whether  a 
phenomenon  fits  into  predefined  concepts.  This  effects  a  fragmentation  of  the 
consumer experience that does not satisfy the phenomenological criterion of holism and 
interrelation  set  out  by  Thompson  et  al.  By  fragmenting  the  topic  into  predefined 
conceptual  categories,  as  a  precursor  for  controlled measurements  and  comparisons, 
the research loses sight of all larger existential issues around consumer experience, not 
to say those of consumer culture (e.g. O'Guinn and Faber 1989; Bergadaa 1990).  
This  tendency  towards  fragmentation  is  also  criticized  in  more  recent  CCT‐
related works  that  declare  themselves  to  be  phenomenological.  Cotte  et  al  complain 
that  “a  focus  on  isolated  facets  has  likely  hindered  the  growth  of  more  indepth 
knowledge  on  timestyles  and  their  interrelations  with  consumer  behavior”  (Cotte, 
Ratneshwar  and  Mick  2004:  333).  We  see  here  the  phenomenological  spirit  of  de‐
fragmentation that also appeared in the early phenomenological works of Thompson et 
al.  Cotte  et  al  refer  to  more  and  wider  contexts  than  what  is  seen  in  earlier 
phenomenological  works,  such  as  the  pervasiveness  of  time  management  in  the 
American “market system”, the history and evolution of the Western notion of time as 
something  that  is measured by a  clock, American cultural norms of  self‐improvement, 
and  modern  Western  culture  as  such  resting  on  a  foundation  metaphor  of  “time  is 
money”. Yet while more contexts are referred to,  this  is done  in an extremely cursory 
manner  that  rarely  adds  societal  and  cultural  perspectives  to  the  analysis  but merely 
suggestive  hints.  Moving  mainly  within  the  confines  of  the  authors´  own  empirical 
material,  the  analysis  instead  focuses  on  differences  between  individuals  interviewed, 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and on that basis tries to arrive at a segmentation that seems rather strained from both 
a quantitative and qualitative point of  view. The analytical  choice  of aligning different 
orientations  towards  time  with  different  individual  personalities  is  an  unhappy  one, 
from the perspective of understanding consumer culture. There is a strong risk of losing 
sight  of  consumer  culture  in  this  penchant  for  shaky  segmentations  and  essentialized 
perspectives  on  individual  consumers.  A  true  phenomenological  focus  on  consumer 
culture might  instead  look  at  the  coexistence  of  different  orientations within  cultures 
and also within  individuals, for whom they can create tensions or function as different 
modes  of  perception  and  self‐presentation  across  a  range  of  everyday  situational 
contexts.  
Phenomenology and the limits of ethnography 
In the phenomenological CCT‐related works mentioned above, we often get an in‐depth, 
empathic understanding of consumer experience, seeing consumption truly through the 
eyes  of  the  consumer.  But  it  is  also  clear  that  the  influence  of  phenomenology  on 
consumer  research  often amounts  to a decoupling  from societal  and cultural  context. 
The analytical  gaze  turns  inwards  towards  the experience of  the  individuals  that were 
interviewed  for  the  research. Thompson et al  argue  that  “thematic meanings stand  in 
relation  to  each  other  and  that  the  total  quality  of  experience  emerges  from  such 
interrelationships” (1990: 359). This is not to be argued with, but the question  is: How 
narrow  or  wide  a  spectrum  of  relationships  should  be  included  in  the  analysis?  We 
argue that the range of these meanings should encompass dimensions such as culture, 
society, ecology, materiality and history. Some might argue that we would lose sight of 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the specificities of consumer culture if we were to refer to the broader social structures 
and processes that are the subject of various basic disciplines. There  is a point  in that 
argument,  because  when  e.g.  Thompson  et  al  chose  not  to  refer  to  historical  and 
ideological  changes  around  family  life  in  the Western world,  or middle‐class morality, 
one  may  say  that  they  invoke  instead  the  one  context  that  consumer  research  is 
concerned  with:  Consumer  culture  as  such.  However,  it  will  help  any  CCT  study  in 
communicating  how  specific  to  consumer  culture  its  findings  are,  if  the  researcher 
considers how his or her particular slice of consumer culture  is  influenced by or varies 
from  local  culture,  ideological  conditions,  social  structures  and  present  historical 
conditions.  A  wider  contextual  awareness  would  provide  consumer  research  with  a 
cross‐cultural  sensitivity  that  could  transcend  the  heavy  bias  of  the American middle‐
class  perspective  in  our  understanding  of  consumer  culture.  It  would  give  consumer 
researchers  a  more  advanced  approach  to  prioritizing  certain  analytical  connections, 
and also allow them to draw conclusions of a wider analytical reach, by which they could 
enter a dialogue with the basic disciplines of the human and social sciences.  
However,  researchers  that  identify with  the  CCT  field  still  submit works  totally 
devoid  of  references  to  the  nationality,  gender,  age,  geographical  location,  political 
leanings  etc.  of  the  informants  in  question.  They  are  just  “consumers”  and  the  ill‐
defined  context  referred  to  is  “consumer  culture” –  often without  accounting  for  any 
cultural dynamics and norms that would be specific  to “consumer culture”, apart  from 
long established notions such as the “extended self” that pertain to consumers´ identity 
projects. 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As  we  have  suggested  several  times  in  this  paper,  some  CCT  work  shows  a 
propensity  to  turn  inwards,  towards  one's  own  data,  a  drift  which  relates  to  the 
individualizing  and  decontextualizing  tendency  that  is  rooted  in  a  particular  usage  of 
phenomenological  thinking.  This  happens  at  the  expense  of  a  dialogue  with 
consumption  research  undertaken  within  other  disciplines,  and  it  also  impedes  the 
critical,  creative  re‐interpretations  of  other  researcher´s  data  that  are  crucial  to 
theoretical  innovation  in any field. Such closure has not decreased with the  increasing 
popularity of ethnographic methods, in spite of all the other benefits of the  latter. We 
agree with Holt (Holt 2003) that  for the understanding of consumers and markets that 
CCT and others disciplines  strive  for,  cultural  analysis  is  a necessary analytical  tool  for 
charting  the  fluctuations  and  contradictions  in  the  ideologies  of  a  society,  which 
provides answers that do not as such depend on a particular set of empirical material 
collected  through  ethnography  or  other  methods.  Cultural  and  social  dynamics  are 
legitimate points of analysis even  if  they are not  immediately apparent  in  informants´ 
utterances  and  practices.  However,  the  venturing  of  more  far‐reaching  analytical 
perspectives  is  curtailed  by  the  fetichization  of  empirical  data  that  appears  again  and 
again in CCT research.  
A Phenomenological Approach to Social context 
As mentioned above,  the phenomenological  influence on CCT  is partly  responsible  for 
the  tendency  of  the  latter  to  give  priority  to  individual  psychology  at  the  expense  of 
social context. This critique however does not  imply that psychologizing  is an  inherent 
weakness of phenomenological analysis, but rather that this is how phenomenology has 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been  operationalized  in  consumption  research.  Indeed  some  currents  of 
phenomenological thinking distinguish themselves by taking as their point of departure 
the  fundamentally  social nature of human existence, analyzing how  individuals merge 
their worldviews and partake  in each other's experiences, and how their constructions 
of  identity  represent  cultural  and  historical  continuities  in  dealing with  the  boundary 
between the particular and the universal. These phenomenological approaches resonate 
with our call for a context‐attentive epistemology. Within the hermeneutic endeavor of 
interpretation, they are more attentive than other phenomenological approaches to the 
“whole”  side  of  the  dialectic  of  part  and  whole,  that  is,  to  the  larger  context  of 
experience. They retain the detailed description of experience, but also refer to extra‐
experiential contexts on theoretical and methodological grounds. 
In  his  writings  on  phenomenological  anthropology,  Michael  Jackson  uses  the 
concept  of  intersubjectivity  to  denote  the  fundamental  traits  of  mutuality, 
interconnectedness  and  negotiation  that  characterize  human  existence.  The  concept 
posits that an ongoing social process of give and take among subjects is always adjunct 
to  their  experience  of  being  in  the world  (Jackson  1996;  Jackson  1998). We  inhabit  a 
social  field  where  our  identities  and  selves  are  continually  under  formation  through 
processes  that  include  shared  experience  and  mutual  empathy,  but  also  ongoing 
negotiation,  conflict,  and  individual  struggles  to  resist or dominate each other.  For all 
cultures “it is possible to outline a domain of action and understanding in which people 
expect to be able to grasp, manipulate, and master their own fate” (Jackson 1998: 19). 
In  that perspective,  consumption  practices  like other everyday actions  can be  seen as 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attempts at navigating the uneasy relationship between the particular and the universal. 
In that context, one phenomenological approach might be to ask what kind of goods are 
perceived to support vs. threaten one's control of the border between everyday life and 
the world  beyond.  Taking  such  an  analytical  stance  to  social  practice  enriches  CCT  by 
grounding  it  in a deeper understanding of both the universal existential parametres of 
social  life,  and  the  particulars  of  culture.  CCT  has  a  unique  potential  to  provide  a 
particular  analytical  understanding  of  modernity  by  investigating  how  acts  of 
consumption  facilitate  the  universal  intersubjective  endeavor  of  seeking  “a  balance 
between the world one calls one's own and a world one deems to be not‐self or other” 
(Jackson 1998: 18). Moving between these worlds, playing them off against each other, 
negotiating their boundaries – this constitutes the central dynamic of human action that 
the concept  of  intersubjectivity  refers  to. The “existential”  thus  cannot be analytically 
decoupled  from  the  social.  This mode of  phenomenological  thinking  clearly  resonates 
with a consumption research that draws upon sociology and anthropology in seeing the 
individual experience of consumption as constituted within reciprocal relations between 
the  individual  and  its  social  groups,  the  materiality,  and  the  wider  fields  of  society, 
culture and state.  
Understanding consumption as a social act, and the dynamics of communities of 
consumption,  is  also  facilitated  by  a  phenomenology  that  sees  individuals  as  socially 
embedded,  such as  that of  Schutz  (Schutz 1970). Psychologists have used his thesis of 
the  alter  ego  as  a  way  to  escape  the  monadism  that  looms  large  in  the  field  of 
psychology  (Auburn  and  Barnes  2006).  Schutz  conceptualizes  how  in  a  “reciprocal 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witnessing”  between  individuals,  each  individual  relates  to  the  experience  of  the 
situation by the other, and a “we‐relationship” arises (Schutz 1970: 32). Thus in people´s 
experience  e.g.  of  material  objects  of  consumption,  other  people's  viewpoints  upon 
those objects are  implicated, and so  is  the assumption of the  inner  life of these other 
people.  Individuals  do  not  reflect  over  this  complex  dynamic,  which  in  everyday 
moment‐to‐moment consciousness collapses into what is experienced as one. Which is 
another  reason why any profession on the part of our  informants of “making my own 
choices” has to be approached with a healthy dose of analytical attention to context. 
If  these  examples  of  context‐aware  phenomenology  sound  like  they  are  attuned  to 
individual  psychological  and  existential  issues,  let  it  be  said  that  without  a  doubt,  all 
phenomenology  has  an  inherent  inclination  towards  methodological  individualism 
(Overgaard and Zahavi 2009). But this does not preclude phenomenological thinkers to 
focus  on  social  embedment,  as  exemplified  in  this  section  by  the  intersubjective 
perspectives  of  Jackson  and  Schutz,  and  Morin´s  attention  to  dialogic  interweavings 
between cognition and the social world. The bottom line is that CCT tendencies towards 
solipsism are a needless consequence, even if one makes the legitimate analytical choice 
of utilizing a phenomenological approach and place individual experience at the centre.  
  What  this  discussion  also  suggests  is  that  as  researchers,  our  choice  of 
conceptual tools cannot be separated from questions of ontology and even ideology. As 
we have stated above, overly individualist epistemologies in consumption research may 
be influenced by a liberalist ideology of self‐emancipation. With each analytical concept 
that  one  employs,  one  also  implies  an  answer  to  fundamental  ontological  questions 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such  as: What  is  the  “state  of  nature”  of man  as  a  social  animal?  How  does  the  self 
develop?  How  does  human  cognition work?  Is  there  free will? We  argue  for  a more 
contextually  sensitive  epistemology  that  emphasizes  the  social  structuration  of 
consumer  practices  and  how  all  ideals,  whether  individualist  or  not,  reside  in  a 
collectively shared imaginary.  
Towards a context of context 
It is a legitimate analytical strategy to represent the consumer as being motivated by his 
or  her  “identity  project”,  but  if  the  analysis  aims  for  an  elucidation  of  “consumer 
culture”, it should acknowledge the cultural, historical and societal conditions that make 
this  identity  and  the means  of  attaining  it  attractive  and  legitimate  in  the  first  place. 
While some consumption research offer compelling ethnographic accounts of everyday 
face‐to‐face  interactions  among  consumers  in  “close  contexts”  such  as  brand 
communities  or  families,  and  while  we  want  to  retain  that  focus  on  “close  social 
context”,  we  argue  for  also  being  attentive  to  the  context  of  contexts:  Societal  class 
divisions, historical and global processes, cultural values and norms.  
The task of contextualization  is  to explain consumers´ choices by referring both to the 
structuring force of such  large‐scale contexts, and the meaningful projects that arise in 
everyday  sociality.  It  is  in  their everyday  social  context  that  society's norms are made 
relevant  to people,  this  is where  they become concrete and manifest  themselves as a 
form  of  lived  ideology.  But  the  task  of  the  consumption  researcher  is  to  balance  the 
understanding  of  this  face‐to‐face  immediacy  and  the  subjective  concerns  of  the 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consumer, with  the way  that  cultural,  societal  and  historical  structures  and  processes 
embed these intersubjective dynamics. 
  The  need  to  contextualize  contexts  becomes  especially  acute when we  look  at 
communities of consumption that are highly responsive to, and the subject of, cultural 
norms, juridical structures and direct political intervention. One such community would 
be  the  family. Rather  than merely assuming  the primordial need  for  families or  dyads 
within  families  to  have  “identity”,  analyzing  the  role  of  consumption  in  constructing 
family identity (Epp and Price 2008) begs the question of what role the kinship norms of 
culture  and  the  prevailing  ideologies  of  society  plays  in  specifying  who  can  call 
themselves  “a  family”,  envisioning  how  households  should  ideally  be  structured,  and 
naturalizing family structures and values.  
  Of course there is a limit to the range of contexts that can and should be referred 
to. There are always other, larger, even more external contexts that impose themselves 
as  relevant.  As  Dilley  says  “Context  suffers  the…  problem  of  infinite  regress  of 
contextualizing,  contextualizing  contexts  and  so  on”  (1999:  16).  It  will  always  be  an 
analytical choice to cordon off a part of the analytical field and present it as a contextual 
domain. Furthermore, dependence on context is a kind of limited relativism, which can 
in  the  extreme  lead  to  a  particularism  that  makes  subjects  of  study  analytically 
incomparable,  by  encapsulating  them  within  their  respective  unique  and  intricate 
connection  to  context.  Since  making  certain  connections  always  implies  making 
disconnections, which are ultimately an analytical choice, we suggest that the task is to 
present this choice as a conscious one, and let it be the subject of scholarly debate. 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Concluding remarks 
What we are arguing here is (obviously, we hope) not a return to the “normal science” 
period advocated by logical empiricists in the early debates concerning the interpretive 
turn in consumer research (cf. Østergaard & Jantzen 2000). Nor do we wish to engage in 
the  compelling  debate  on  the  possibilities  of  overcoming  paradigmatic 
incommensurabilities  (Davies  and  Fitchett  2005,  Tadajewski  2008),  since  we  consider 
ourselves firmly rooted  in a constructivist paradigmatic tradition.  It  is not a critique of 
the  multiple  methods  adopted  and  applied  with  great  success  by  contemporary  CCT 
researchers  –  nothing  could  be  further  from our  agenda  than  establishing  an  a  priori 
delimitation  of  the  plethora  of  expressions  of  consumer  culture  and  its  behavioral 
practices that the CCT researchers have introduced over the last two decades, including 
videographies, poems, performances, stereoscopies and more. For reasons of boundary 
expansion, we strongly favor these ventures and explorations, even if we do not always 
find all such ventures eventually fruitful. What we do want to point out is the need for 
investigating  the  social  institution  of  consumption  and  how  it  shapes  our  lives  and 
choices  beyond our  individual  identity  projects.  This will  provide  stronger  explanatory 
frameworks  in  a  number  of  CCT  studies  and  rid  the  field  of  its  worst  solipsistic 
tendencies.  Furthermore,  since  CCT  is  predominantly  a  research  orientation  for 
culturally conscious consumer  researchers within business school environments,  it will 
also  add  credibility  to  CCT  research  in  the  eyes  of  the  rapidly  growing  domains  of 
sociologies  and  anthropologies  of  consumption.  Spanning  the  microsocial  and  the 
macrosocial  may  leave  less  room  for  general  theorizing,  since  the  idiosyncratic 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complexities of the lived experiences almost inevitably blur the neat theory building, But 
in terms of lived experiences, the context of context permits the CCT to bring existential 
and  experiential  life  to  the  theorizing.  As  underlined  by  Bouchet  (2007:  43),  “the 
identification within the social of a space beyond intentionality means the possibility to 
reflect upon the complexity of the social bond”. 
Our discussion has obvious  linkages to the debate about relationships between 
contexts  and  theoretical  insights  in  CCT  research  (Arnould,  Price & Moisio  2006).  Like 
Arnould and his  coauthors, we acknowledge  the  importance as well  as  the dangers of 
researcher  immersion  in  the  context.  But we  also  think  that we  draw  attention  to  an 
additional  fact. Whereas their purpose is to reflect on how variations in (emic) context 
generate  possibilities  for  different  theoretical  (etic)  contributions,  as well  as  the  tight 
relationship between emic and etic conceptualization, we advocate for more degrees of 
freedom in terms of applying to the  interpretation etic constructs,  that are not readily 
traceable  in  the  emic  context. We  hope  that  by  introducing  the  notion  of  context  of 
contexts,  rooting  it  in  a  Morinian  dialogic,  we  have  sustained  a  sufficiently  solid 
argument for such daring venturing away from empiricism and into rationalism. 
It  should  thus be clear  that we are not arguing  for  turning CCT  research  into a 
business‐school  based  section  of  the  sociology  of  consumption.  The  strength  of  CCT 
research in contemporary contributions to understanding consumer culture is exactly its 
ability  to  base  its  vast  majority  of  insights  on  empirical  research  on  consumers  lived 
experiences  as  well  as  their  living  conditions.  We  are  thus  skeptical  about  a  use  of 
theory that negates consumers as agentic components of the market system. As noted 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by  Thompson  (2007  p.  122)  in  endorsement  of  Schlosser’s  (2002)  analysis  of  the 
American  fast  food  culture,  we  should  acknowledge  “the  importance  and  realpolitik 
value of  investigating a defined market system within  commercial culture, rather than 
making  sweeping  generalizations  that  presupposes  the  operation  of  a  singularly 
dominant  ideology  (e.g.,  McDonaldization)  or  pathological  zeitgeist  (e.g.,  affluenza). 
Teasing  out  these  complexities  calls  for  muckraking  scholarship  that  unpacks  critical 
institutional details about how a market system functions and the specific effects that 
emanate from its organizational structures and processes”. 
In the context of the structure‐agency debate, then, our reflections here should 
not be taken as a dismissal of consumer agency, but rather as a word of warning against 
letting contemporary individualism, whether it expresses the ideologies of the cold war 
period  (Tadajewski  2006a),  humanist  psychology  and  its  influence  on  an  American 
popular  culture  of  self‐actualization,  or  contemporary  neoliberalism,  overshadow  that 
the  human  being  is  first  and  foremost  a  social  and  cultural  animal.  Consumers 
consistently  navigate  but  only  to  a  limited  degree  conduct  let  alone  create  the  social 
universe  of meanings,  that  attach  to  consumer  goods  and  practices  –  and  then most 
often according to a score, that they have not written themselves. 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The  following  is  entitled  “Money  can't  buy  me  hygge:  Danish  middle‐class 
consumption,  egalitarianism and  the  sanctity  of  inner  space”.  It was  the  first article 
submitted on the basis of this empirical research. Submitted December 2009 to Social 
Analysis: International Journal of Cultural and Social Practice. 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Money  can't  buy  me  hygge:  Danish  middle­class 
consumption,  egalitarianism  and  the  sanctity  of 
inner space  
This article  is concerned with the social phenomenon of hygge, which  in Denmark has 
an almost  iconic status  in representing a style of being together that  ‘ordinary people’ 
often  consider  to  be  distinctly  Danish.  I  describe  the  phenomenon  of  hygge  more 
comprehensibly than has been done so far, and provide an interpretation that locates it 
within central aspects of Nordic culture and everyday life, such as egalitarianism, home‐
centeredness, middle‐class  life,  romantic  and  religious  ideals,  and  concerns  for  ‘inner 
spaces’.  
  I  interpret hygge as a carrier of normative meanings and cultural assumptions by 
which people can evoke the concept in order to explain a range of different actions. But 
also as a  form of practice,  namely  the creation  of shelters  against  stratification,  social 
competition and the market. At the same time, this is a study of the cultural and social 
dynamics that are particular to modernity in resisting it: that is, studying modernity by 
looking at a particular mode of withdrawal  from it as a negative  imprint of modernity 
(e.g. if you had no idea what ‘nuclear war’ meant, you might also gain some idea of it by 
studying the bomb shelters of the Cold War). 
  Emphasizing the normative force of hygge in both overcoming and creating social 
distinctions  among,  for  example,  social  classes,  I  hope,  among  other  things,  that  my 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account of hyggelig sociality might contribute to presenting a new angle on the question 
of  what  people  in  Nordic  societies  are  actually  doing  when  they  practice  egalitarian 
social patterns in their everyday lives. 
The fieldwork and the native position 
The fieldwork for this study was carried out among four Danish middle‐class families in 
Copenhagen,  and  mainly  focused  on  practices  of  consumption  and  the  way  these 
figured  in everyday relations among family members,  in their social  imaginary of what 
being a  family means, and their perceptions of other families. From the perspective of 
studying  consumer  culture,  this  article  constitutes  a  detailed  exploration  of  various 
contexts for everyday decisions regarding consumption. 
Like  other  Nordic  anthropologists  writing  about  Norden,  such  as  Marianne 
Gullestad,  I supplement my fieldwork with my own native experience –  in my case, as 
someone  who  was  born  and  brought  up  in  Denmark  (though  actually  as  a  Swedish 
citizen  with  Danish  and  Swedish  parents).  Some  of  my  semantic  mapping  of  the 
meanings of hygge draws on my native proficiency in Danish and my lifelong experience 
of Danish forms of interaction, from which I will try to distance myself for the purpose of 
anthropological analysis. One possible benefit of being a native ethnographer is to have 
a  committed  sensibility  for  the  political  repercussions  of  cultural  concepts within  the 
realm of  one's  society,  having  been  exposed  for  years  to  the  public  debates  in which 
they  figure,  and  having  witnessed  the  political  changes  that  actualized  them.  The 
concept  of  hygge  often  features  in  public  debates  about  both  the  political  role  of 
Denmark in the world, and economic issues. 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Taken  in  isolation, several of  the points  I make about hygge have already been 
discussed  by  insightful  and  polemical  Danish  commentators  on  this  phenomenon.  If 
nothing  else,  I  aim  to  present  an  interpretation  that  tapes  together  these  different 
elements more coherently  than has been done  before and  that provides  them with a 
sense of cultural resonance and historical continuity. I hope that this article can serve as 
a  future  resource  for  people  who  are  curious  about  hygge,  both  inside  and  outside 
Denmark, and for those observers who from time to time have deplored the fact that no 
works on hygge were available. 
The concept of hygge  
I will  introduce the concept of hygge by  looking at a range of cultural meanings, both 
negative and positive, and everyday habits that pertain to  it. Hygge  is an emic Danish 
term  for  a  certain  quality  of  sociality,  its  etymological  origin  lying  in  Norwegian  (and 
further back, Old Norse). Its meaning can be approximated through such English words 
as:  cozy,  homely,  informal,  sincere,  down‐to‐earth,  warm,  close,  convivial,  relaxed, 
comfortable, snug, friendly, welcoming and tranquil. A German term often mentioned in 
this  regard  is Gemütlichkeit. Hygge  is  both  noun  and  verb.  As  a  verb  it  denotes  the 
activity  of  being  together  in  a  certain  way.  It  also  has  the  adjective  form  hyggelig 
[hygge‐like].  
Hygge denotes a safe, low‐key, intimate form of socialization. For many people, 
the notion of having  ‘a hyggelig  time’ would  refer  to being with good  friends or with 
one’s family or partner, having fun in an easygoing while not overly exciting way (not a 
party as such), sharing a meal or snacks, coffee or other drinks, with or without alcohol, 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talking and telling jokes in a relaxed manner, or perhaps watching a movie together or 
playing a board game.  
The  home  seems  to  be  the  most  common  setting  for  hygge,  but  social 
encounters outside it can also easily be seen as hyggelig. People experience a sense of 
closeness and sharing, often based on the sharing of food, snacks or drinks. An example 
would  be one  night when  I was  dining with  a  group  of  neighbors  in Måløv,  an  upper 
middle‐class satellite town west of Copenhagen, where lived a family whom I had met in 
the course of fieldwork. This group of neighbors were organized and had to take several 
decisions together about keeping the neighborhood clean, such as regularly  fixing and 
painting things together. They also much appreciated meeting for meals once in a while, 
which  added  the  knowledge  about  each  other’s  lives  and  dimension  of  everyday 
friendliness, without which  their  neighborly  relations would  feel  too  distant.  To  them 
hygge marked the form of sociality which could  counter the tendencies of their social 
organization  towards  becoming  overly  formal  and  instrumental,  with  neighbors 
confining their social life to private homes.  
Public, commercial enterprises such as restaurants can also provide hygge. But 
the  ‘warm’  intimacy of hygge  is not easily created by someone representing the  ‘cold’ 
transactions  of  the  market.  Thus  as  Hansen  notes,  it  takes  an  added  touch  of 
personality,  for  example,  through  kin  links,  to  create hygge:  “a hyggelig  restaurant  is 
one which suggests by its interior that it belongs to someone, that someone takes pride 
in  or  has  affection  for  its  furnishings”  (1980:  81).  Thus  it  is  not  only  one's  own being 
close to someone in social space that facilitates hygge, this atmosphere also rests on the 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experience  that  other  people  care  for  each  other  and  for  objects  and  settings;  a 
resonance among different social‐material constellations that are co‐present.  
Another  important  facet  of  hygge  is  the  ubiquity  of  the  concept.  Any  Danish 
speaker  will  recognize  from  native  experience  the  widespread,  habitual  and  often 
ritualistic use of the term. A customary farewell greeting after an informal get together 
with  friends  is  ‘That  was  hyggelig!’.  Even  social  interactions  that  are  experienced  as 
quite tense will end with this mutual reassurance. A related custom among Danes who 
encounter a friend or colleague with whom they have shared an informal get together is 
to refer to that event by first saying ‘Hello’, and then tak for sidst, [roughly: thanks for 
the last time we were together], to which the most common reply would be  ‘Yes, that 
was hyggelig’. This everyday ritual often strikes foreigners as quite odd – indeed, tak for 
sidst,  like  hygge,  has  no  immediate  translation  into  English  –  which  suggests  the 
particular cultural concern with a safe, balanced and harmonious everyday sociality that 
this  article  probes.  People  are  directly  concerned  with  hygge,  and  it  is  quite 
commonplace  to  say  things  like  ‘Now we are going  to hygge’.  Yet  for most people  its 
nature  is  hard  to  specify  except  in  its  absence. Hygge,  says  Hansen  (1980:  206),  is  a 
valued way of being together which is in itself not an implicit cultural value, but rather 
represents implicit cultural values such as balance and moderation. This presence in the 
foreground of everyday awareness makes hygge a fruitful subject for studying a concern 
for sociality. 
While Marianne Gullestad mentions hygge briefly (1992: 79), she does not relate 
it  to  the  values  of Nordic  culture  that  she  is  known  for  analyzing,  such  as  equality  or 
 Manusc r i pt  2 : Money can't buy me hygge: Danish middle-class consumption, egalitarianism and the sanctity of inner space 
133 
 
peace and quiet.  I will draw some of  these connections  in  this article. What Gullestad 
does  say  about  hygge  indeed  resonates  with  several  other  authors,  namely  that  the 
term implies “ideas of beauty, warmth, emotional closeness,  feelings of solidarity, and 
relaxation from work. If we keep to the furnishings, a cozy home has a wealth of textiles, 
potted plants, souvenirs, paintings, and photographs” (1992: 80). 
The following quote from Borish’s ethnography of Danish sociality describes the 
particular mode of interaction that characterizes hygge:  
 
Hygge as practiced by Danes has special characteristics. First,  it depends on the 
complete and positive participation of all present in the encounter.… Second,  it 
requires an evenness of  flow, a sustained back‐and‐forth dance of  involvement 
that  encourages  and  even  demands  this  level  of  participation.  And  third,  the 
achievement  of  these  goals  is  made  possible  by  a  range  of  positive  skills, 
including teasing (a national pastime), quick repartee, the telling of stories and 
jokes, patience, sensitivity, and the ability to be an enthusiastic audience as well 
as performer. The ability to participate easily in social encounters that bring this 
principle to life is a part of the Danish heritage that others can well regard with 
envy. (Borish 1991: 276) 
 
Besides  bringing  out  principles  that  I  agree  are  central  to  hygge,  the  quote  also 
exemplifies the idyllization of Danish society and sociality, with hygge as an icon, that is 
often  undertaken  by  both  Danes  and  foreign  observers.  Americans,  for  example,  as 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Jonathan Schwartz notes, “never seem to tire of hearing about hygge” (Schwartz 1989: 
37). 
In this article, I will elaborate on the cultural relations by which hygge connects 
to egalitarian values. This relation has been briefly suggested in the existing literature, if 
never  thoroughly analyzed. As Hansen  says, hygge  does not permit any participant  to 
take  centre  stage  or  to  dominate  the  situation  for  very  long  (1980:  167). Hygge  also 
represents  an  inward‐looking  and  somewhat  careful  tendency,  in  that  these 
“interactional bubbles were dependent upon participants´ cooperative efforts to avoid 
thorny topics or divisive issues” (ibid.: 42). Instead hygge is charged by a strong present‐
orientation, ‘a readiness to commit oneself to the experience of the moment’ (ibid.: 36).  
The middle­class worldview 
In the following, I present empirical data that illustrate various aspects of hygge, as well 
as of being middle‐class in Denmark. 
Victor and Lone are a couple in their early fifties. They have been together for six 
years  and  have  bought  an  apartment, where  they  live with Victor's  eighteen‐year‐old 
daughter and his two sons aged fifteen and eight. Victor's previous wife, the mother of 
his three children, fell ill and died eight years ago. Lone has no children of her own.  
In terms of their financial capabilities and a home well stocked with prestigious 
consumer goods, one could claim that Victor and Lone are part of the upper class. But 
this is not how they present themselves: 
 
JTL: What would others say about the way you as a family spend your money? 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Victor: I believe that there are two camps. One would think that what we do is 
too  boring.  That  with  our  incomes,  we  should  buy  more  expensive  cars  and 
glamorous forms of vacation. Go to cafés more, eat out every day. And then at 
the same time, there are those who think we  live too extravagantly, expensive 
paintings, Piet Hein  tables we don’t  really need  etc.,  and  that we could get by 
with less.  
 
When contemplating how their household is positioned within a larger social landscape, 
Victor and Lone present themselves in a way that is typically middle‐class. I am referring 
to  the  phenomenologically  attuned  conceptualization  by which  ‘middle‐class’  denotes 
subjective  self‐ascription  and  a  certain  layering  of  the  social  imaginary,  rather  than 
objective economic characteristics. As Liechty argues, the middle‐class subject perceives 
him‐ or herself  as  located  somewhere  in between  the  lower and upper  strata of  their 
own society (Liechty 2003). In his work on Nepal, he refers to this world view as ‘hanging 
between  the  high  and  the  low’:  a  balancing  act  that  is  constantly  required  by  the 
foremost agents of modernization in Nepal, namely the emerging middle‐class, as they 
carve out a symbolic space between the perceived coarseness and vulgarity of the lower 
classes, and what they see or imagine as the decadence and rootlessness of the upper 
classes.  Their  efforts  are  largely  undertaken  through  everyday  consumption,  such  as 
Nepali women trying to purchase a modern and feminine look while striving to distance 
themselves from the promiscuity that both poverty and excessive wealth can lead to (as 
they perceive it). 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The  anthropological  record  shows  this  ‘we  are  in  between’ middle‐class world 
view to be prevalent in Nordic societies, and also that it is not of recent origin. Barnes, in 
his classic work on the small community of Bremnes in western Norway (Barnes 1954), 
conceptualizes  this  social  imaginary:  “It  is,  in  fact,  the  familiar  egocentric  three‐class 
system, with  ego  in  the middle‐class.  Class  here  is  a  category  of  thought”  (ibid.:  47). 
Somewhere above  ‘plain ordinary people  like ourselves’,  the upper  classes  “live  in big 
houses  in  the  towns,  talk  a  different  language,  and  have  different  religious  beliefs” 
(ibid.). Directed upwards is a more or less explicit accusation of materialism and urban 
decadence, of people losing local authenticity as they orient their tastes and allegiances 
abroad, while the lower classes are disparaged as “people who wander about ashamed, 
living on charity and scorning the aspirations of respectable citizens” (ibid.).  
  Löfgren shows that in Norden, this ‘in‐between’ middle‐class worldview is rooted 
in the early 19th century, when the emerging bourgeoisie experienced “a battle waged 
on two fronts. The new class had to define itself not only vis‐à‐vis the old gentry but also 
vis‐à‐vis the common people” (Löfgren 1987:79). And it seems that consumption played 
a comparable role in the emergence of both Nepali and Nordic middle‐class: “In the age 
of  consumerism,  taste  and  tastelessness  became  a  new  cultural  arena  of muted  class 
conflict” (ibid.:80). 
As exemplified by Liechty´s work, the existence of the middle‐class world view is 
not in itself restricted to Nordic societies, nor to the Norden of 2009. In many societies 
there seems to exist this  tripartite  imaginary of  lower, middle and upper,  ‘with ego  in 
the middle’, that Barnes referred to. In her work on inter‐class imaginaries in Denmark, 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Faber  confirms  that  the  ‘in  between’  middle‐class  world  view  prevails  when 
contemporary  Danes  describe  their  place  in  the  social  world  (Faber  2008).  She  also 
notes that class  is a highly embarrassing, unsettling subject to Danes. There are actual 
class differences among Danes, for example, in terms of how the disposition for ‘social 
winners´’  disposition  to  acquire  an  education  and  to  appropriate  cultural  capital  is 
passed on from parents to children. And Danes do perceive a clearly stratified pattern of 
life‐styles existing around them, and ascribe moral differences to these. Yet everyone is 
loath to classify him‐ or herself as anything but middle‐class. From an objective point of 
view, quite a number of Danes are  ‘class deniers’ (Faber 2008). The  ‘I am in between’ 
social imaginary is pervasive and is repeated at all social levels. 
The construction of family hygge through everyday consumption  
The analytical link between hygge, middle‐class values and the thrift‐luxury opposition is 
made  clear  to me  one  day when  Victor  tells me  that  he and  his  family  plan  to  go  to 
Berlin: 
 …and we have found a sensible hotel. It's no use going for an eight‐star Hilton, 
that I have to say, then I get cheap! I like it to be a little hyggelig.’ 
The cultural assumptions behind this usage of hygge, which imply that it  is antithetical 
to  luxury and  the  seeking of  prestige,  resonate with another  remark by Victor. On an 
issue  closer  to  home,  he  and  Lone  tell me  that  their  children  have  regular  chores  to 
carry out at home, including taking turns in cleaning the apartment:  
Victor: ‘It's a shared project, cleaning these 200 m2, but if we all do it together, it 
is over in two hours. If Lone and I do it on our own, it takes all day. 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JTL: ‘Why not get a cleaning lady to do it?’ 
Victor: ‘We could, but no. There is that [educational] project with the kids. But it 
actually also becomes really hyggelig when we all do it together’.  
Hygge also lies opposite to such acts as traveling to exotic destinations far from home. 
Victor and Lone talk about experiences from their own childhood, when children would 
be taken to museums, not on charter trips. And as one current example of family hygge 
they mention  the  time when  they went  to Dyrehaven  (a  recreational  park  and  forest 
area outside Copenhagen) and the boys fed chocolate cake to a mouse. To this example 
of hygge, they directly contrast the excess of certain modes of family travel:  
Victor: ‘So rafting on the Mekong River is probably great, but if you do it twice a 
year,  and you also have  to go on a  ski  trip and  do  lots of other wild  things –  I 
mean, I think it will run out of course. What, then, is one to offer next time? Now 
we  have  tourists  flying  in  space.  As  a  parent  you  can  become  all  desperate  – 
what are we to offer our children?’ 
Analytically  these quotes  represent a  complex  of  cultural  and  social meanings around 
hygge. Hygge  figures  as  a  marker  of  ‘real’  family  togetherness,  which  is  opposed  to 
experiences that are either exotic and dramatic, or luxurious and characterized by some 
degree  of  upscale  formality.  The  realm  of  the  exotic  and  luxurious  is  presented  as 
‘overdoing  it’,  as  something  that  goes  beyond  what  is  necessary  for  enjoying  close, 
hyggelige social relations, and indeed makes a hyggelig atmosphere less likely to arise. 
Thrift or ‘getting cheap’ as Victor says is a way not only to save money, but to remain at 
a level where things and relations are real, with hygge as a marker of this real‐ness. This 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suggests  a  connection  between  the  middle‐class  morality  described  above,  and  a 
powerful  normative  notion  concerning  hygge:  That  the  latter  decreases  with  the 
attainment  of  material  wealth  and  high  prestige  that,  in  the  social  imaginary  of  the 
middle‐class, is what the upper classes seek.  
From  a  consumption  perspective,  the  idea  seems  to  be  that  hygge  can  be 
attained  or  secured  by  not  purchasing  certain  things:  Having  a  stranger  clean  one's 
home  is  less hyggelig.  In such resisting or ritual  translating of market meanings before 
they enter the home, hygge seems to align itself with the general opposition of family‐
relations  and  things  ‘homemade’  to  the  meanings  of  the  market  (Wallendorf  and 
Arnould 1991; Curasi, Price and Arnould 2004; Moisio, Arnould and Price 2004). It seems 
that  ‘Money  can't  buy  me  hygge’,  while  it  is  not  an  emic  formulation,  is  one  that 
summarizes  central  insights  of  this  study.  I will  develop  this  point  in  the  following  by 
grounding  it  in  more  empirical  examples  as  well  as  in  previous  works  on  class  in 
Denmark, and on hygge.  
Small means facilitate hygge 
Several  Danish  authors  have  remarked  how  the  hygge  mood  is  ‘a  fickle  guest’  that 
leaves if things become too high‐strung, manipulated or status‐oriented (Hansen 1980: 
79).  Jørgensen reviews descriptions of hygge among Danish authors and  in magazines, 
and finds examples dating back to the nineteenth century where the focus is on hygge 
as  something  sincere  that  provides  pleasure,  rather  than  having  a  representative, 
status‐enhancing  function  (Jørgensen 1996). Thus, while  in Danish  society  today many 
people  live  lives  characterized  by  material  abundance  and  high  levels  of  private 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consumption,  cultural values of  simplicity and  ‘making do’  show continuity  in  the way 
that  they apply,  to  this day,  to  symbolic practices of  consumption  in everyday  life. As 
Victor  suggests  above,  and  Hansen  also  notes  (1980:  214),  hygge  is  antithetical  to 
excess.  There  may  be  no  showing  off  in  relation  to  hygge,  which  also  places  a 
requirement on the role of the host: the appearance of people and the physical space, 
and  elements  such  as  food,  should  not  be  elaborate  or  appear  overly  planned.  The 
attitude  of  the  host  should  be  one  of  ‘relaxed  thoughtfulness’,  and  of  not  being  too 
eager to control the course of the interaction (ibid.: 164).  
Maintaining hygge by withstanding symbolic distinction 
As we have seen, the spirit of hygge goes together well with small means and resonates 
with  a  distancing  from  excessive  consumption.  I  argue  that  hygge  carries  cultural 
meanings  that amount  to a  critique, aimed upwards  in  social  space by  those who see 
themselves as middle‐class: Luxury  is construed as  inauthentic, and the  ‘fine people’ – 
whom middle‐class people  imagine  to exist as a  social  class above  themselves – have 
allegedly  lost  the  sense  of  sympathetic  honest  immediacy  to  social  interaction  that 
hygge  represents. Hygge  thus acts as a vehicle  for  the exercise of  social  control  in an 
egalitarian culture.  
  An  example  would  be  when  Lisa,  an  eighteen‐year‐old  daughter  in  another 
informant family, tells me that the act of eating sushi cannot be hyggelig. I ask why and 
she replies that, well, sushi is modern, cool and very urban. And yet, maybe eating sushi 
can be hyggelig, she says, correcting herself. But that requires certain conditions to be 
fulfilled:  the  situation  that  occurs  to  her  is  one  of  eating  sushi  together  with  her 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boyfriend, when they bought  it and  just sat down and ate  it on a  flight of stairs  in the 
middle of Copenhagen. That was both hyggelig and romantic. In this situation, in order 
for eating sushi  to be considered hyggelig, elements of spontaneity and  intimacy, and 
the  youthful  appropriation  of  a  marginal  urban  space,  counteract  what  could  be 
considered a calculated gesture of communicating social status. 
  My analysis  is  that people perceive  the  status‐oriented, aesthetic and  symbolic 
side of consumption as detracting from hygge, which they  idealize as belonging to the 
realm of ‘the ordinary’. This is confirmed by Faber's fine analysis of class distinctions and 
performances in Denmark (2008). She shows many of the strategies by which working‐
class people idealize their status as ‘ordinary’ and place a distance between themselves 
and the middle classes. An informant of hers mentions that having ‘ordinary’ hygge at a 
dinner with friends means that napkins that match and fine cutlery will be absent and 
that what will be  served  is basic,  inexpensive  food,  ‘but which also  tastes well’  (2008: 
177). This mode of interaction is contrasted with the more rigid, self‐conscious manners 
of the middle classes. Here hygge resonates with the immediate bodily sensation of the 
taste of the food, disregarding the symbolic aspects by which food signals social status.  
Victor performs the same unmasking of consumption when he criticizes the non‐
existent  category  of  the  ‘eight  star’  hotel.  He  does  the  same  across  a  range  of  other 
decisions  facing  him,  such  as  buying  art  or  purchasing  a  new  car,  where  he makes  a 
virtue  of  withstanding  desires  for  superfluous  symbolic  distinctions  that  seem  to 
represent a level of consumption beyond enough; a realm of the symbolic and snobbish, 
where  phenomena  do  not  serve  needs  for  practical  functions,  but  only  to  create 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distinctions.  I  believe  that  hygge  and  middle‐class‐ness  in  general  are  closely  related 
from  the  perspective  of  normativity, which  also  shows when Victor  and  Lone  present 
hygge  as  attainable  through  thrift,  in  the  same  instance  pointing  their  finger  at  the 
transgressive  consumption  practices  of  families  who  spend more  than  themselves.  A 
similar example can be seen in one of Faber's cases. A mother with very limited financial 
means says that, while other parents with more money are able to take their children 
on trips to faraway holiday resorts, ‘we don’t need that in order to have a hyggelig time 
together’  (2008:  188),  implying  that  in  middle‐class  families  overworked  parents 
compensate for their lack of genuine family life through excessive consumption. Hygge 
also  carries  strong  normative  meanings  when  working‐class  mothers  present 
themselves as having prioritized their role as mothers over having a professional career, 
and denounce career‐conscious women of the middle class for their priorities. ‘In earlier 
times the mother would be at home with the kids and there would be hygge with the 
kids’ (2008: 214).  
We  see  here  how  hygge  can  be  closely  connected  to  an  upward‐facing 
stereotyping  of  those  social  classes whose  lives people  imagine  to unfold  above  their 
own. When well  to do people engage  in the  luxury consumption that they are able to 
afford,  they are believed  to do  so purely  for  reasons of  symbolic distinction. They are 
denied both  the  innocent desire and  the human ability  to engage as  immediately and 
sensually as ‘ordinary people’ do with objects and experiences that provide enjoyment. 
This  critique  is  uttered  by  suggesting  that  the  upper  classes  have  lost  hygge. 
Furthermore,  upper  class  life‐style  is  claimed  to  lead  to  a  situation  in which hygge  is 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absent from where it is supposed to be essential, namely within the realm of the family. 
Both my upper‐upper‐middle‐class families and Faber's working‐class informants adopt 
the  normative  perspective  that  families  who  engage  in  expensive,  high‐status 
consumption  risk  losing  an  important  mode  of  being  together  as  a  family:  they  lose 
hygge  by  compensating  for  ‘real’  togetherness  through  the  over‐the‐top,  expensive, 
prestige‐seeking consumption of exotic dramas in faraway places. 
Hygge is then a vehicle for interclass critique, a discourse that not only approves 
of  certain ways of being  together as genuine and  real,  but also points a  critical  finger 
upward in terms of social class, implying that cold, market‐like social relations dominate 
the lives of those above. In this context, hygge features in three ways: One, as a marker 
of  good,  proper,  hyggelige  forms  of  interaction  in  close  social  relations.  Two,  as  a 
particular  social  and material  set  up  of  good  but  simple  food,  casual  dress  etc. which 
facilitates the informal and intimate mood of this sociality, in which people experience a 
real‐ness that shuns the status games of the exterior world, as well as the hierarchies in 
which  luxury  goods  attain  their  purely  relative,  symbolic  meaning.  And  finally,  the 
quality of what can be lost if one indulges in excessive consumption. 
  Excluding  from  the  hygge  of  ordinary  people  those  who  act  pretentiously 
resonates  with  what  Gullestad  calls  the  principle  of  equality‐as‐sameness:  That 
“egalitarian ideals are maintained by avoiding unequals” (1992: 174). Hygge is employed 
in  everyday  inter‐class  relations  among  diverse  groups  of  people,  who  compete  to 
define  the  proper  values  and  norms  by  which  to  live.  It  need  not  confuse  us  that 
sometimes this critique is levelled against the middle classes by the working classes (in 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Faber's material), and sometimes by the middle classes and upwards (in my data). It is, 
as  I see  it, an example of how the middle‐class world view that  I described previously 
pervades Danish society at all levels. 
Values surrounding hygge as a vehicle for social control  
A model for home life  
This  section  emphasizes  the  strong  relationship  between  hygge  and  family  life,  and 
continues  the  theme  already  addressed  above  of  hygge  acting  as  a  vehicle  for  the 
levelling  of  criticisms  of  other  people's  way  of  life,  in  fact  facilitating  the  everyday 
exercise of social control. 
Hygge is important to Danes at a normative level, and its absence can be critical. 
Clearly  some  forms  of  social  interaction  have  not  unfolded  in  the  appropriate way  if 
they cannot be experienced or at  least presented as having been hyggelig. As we  see 
above,  this  goes  especially  for  relations  associated  with  care  and  intimacy.  Family 
interaction is a paramount example, e.g. a family vacation or Christmas. It is a powerful 
critique  to  say  of  such  social  settings  and  their  ritual  expressions  that  they  have  not 
been hyggelig.  
People seem to be greatly concerned with how families interact, both as regards 
their  own  family,  and  other  families  whose  lives  they  encounter  or  imagine.  As  an 
example, on one of many websites that I decoded for hygge discourses, ordinary Danes 
were  exchanging  views  and  experiences  regarding  the  issue  of  divorce,  including  to 
what  extent  one  should  struggle  to  make  the  marriage  work  for  the  sake  of  one’s 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children (website reference 1). The prevailing notion was that, while one should indeed 
struggle to save the relationship,  if  it had deteriorated to the point where no hyggelig 
atmosphere could be found in the home, then a divorce was the only solution, not least 
for  the  sake  of  the  children,  who  should  not  grow  up  in  ‘cold’,  non‐hyggelige 
surroundings. 
I  believe  that  the  notion  of  hygge  carries  strong  normative  meanings  around 
proper relations in the home. To present one's children with a hyggelig home is critical. 
The context for this normativity of family life is that in the Western world the child has 
taken  centre  stage  culturally  and  become  elevated  into  a  sacred  object  (Miller  1998; 
Howell and Melhuus 2001). The child’s happiness and welfare are beyond negotiation, 
legitimizing,  among  many  different  social  phenomena,  historically  unseen  levels  of 
public scrutiny of relationships within the home (Howell and Melhuus 2001). Notions of 
hygge  foreground  these  values  and  act  as  vehicles  for  social  control,  not  only  against 
conspicuous consumption, as I have shown previously, but also over home life, the two 
being intertwined in the critique of upper‐class families who have allegedly lost hygge.  
Let me clear about the analytical  relation between the three main elements of 
my analysis: Family life, hygge and middle‐class‐ness. Hygge is not a middle‐class ‘virtue’ 
in  the  sense  that  orderliness,  punctuality,  self‐discipline  etc.  have  historically  been 
(Löfgren 1987:78), nor is there any reason to see the actual practice and experience of it 
as  particular  to  the  middle‐class.  But  the  normative  associations  around  hygge  fit 
perfectly with middle‐class stereotypes of their ‘class others’. The meanings of present 
day hygge  show  a  structural  continuity with  the  18th  century  cultural  battle  between 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bourgeoisie  and  aristocracy,  during which  elite  culture was  pictured  as  “shallow  in  its 
social life” and “the bourgeoisie emphasized a new intimacy and a familistic life‐style... 
along with the stress on emotional involvement between spouses, parents and children, 
as well  as  between  friends”  (Löfgren  1987:79).  The  bourgeoisie  took  over  the  role  of 
dominant culture (ibid.), but the elite culture of the aristocracy may have remained as 
an imagined social Other, which is implicit in the idealization and sheltering of hyggelige 
social spaces. 
Egalitarianism from peasants to the middle class  
The Danish concern with sociality unfolding in a hyggelig way can be contextualized by 
considering  the  historical  continuities  between  the  middle‐class  world  view  of  the 
present  and  the  peasant  culture  of  the  past.  The  historian  Henrik  Stenius  finds  the 
peasant to be no less than a historical prototype of the Nordic citizen (Stenius 1997: 83). 
Both Stenius and Marianne Gullestad refer to Nordic peasant culture  in arguing for  its 
continuity with present‐day egalitarian norms about ‘not sticking out’. A strong dynamic 
of mutual  social  control  is  rooted  there,  such as  the belief  that  “the good  life  is  a  life 
lived in conformity” (ibid.: 77, my translation). One side to this dynamic of control, says 
Stenius,  is  that society knows no  limits – there  is very  little tolerance of part‐cultures, 
and people expect and desire everyone else to subscribe to the same set of social rules 
(ibid.: 85). 
  Gullestad  says  that  the norms of  conformity  in  peasant  society were a way  for 
people to manage the economic inequalities encountered in everyday life. In Norway to 
an even higher degree  than  in Denmark,  those  inequalities  that people did encounter 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were usually a matter of personal  skill  and  luck, unlike  in more developed  systems of 
land ownership, in which individual fortunes were to a larger extent determined by the 
workings of an overall system (1992: 39). This intensified the need to downplay signs of 
inequality  in  everyday  interactions,  otherwise  one  would  encounter  the  hostility  of 
others.  
Hastrup  shows  that,  in  Nordic  culture,  envy  has  always  been  perceived  as  a 
dangerous force to be avoided by not flaunting one's luck. The quest for happiness was 
always  believed  to  be  a  zero‐sum  game:  one  could  only  gain  it  at  someone  else's 
expense, thus one was threatened both by the happiness of others, and by their envy at 
one's  own.  Other  people's  envy  would  inevitably  spur  magical  practices  aimed  at 
stealing  one's  luck  and  happiness,  or  even  more  dangerous  sanctions,  such  as 
accusations that one was engaged  in destructive witchcraft  (1992: 248). Along with an 
everyday interaction in which social conflict and economic differences are downplayed, 
there is a realm of intense envy, fear, suspicion and countermeasures, which to a large 
extent  derive  from  the  idea  that  happiness  is  a  limited  good,  itself  grounded  in  the 
closeness of social networks and the limited economic mobility. 
Hastrup’s analysis provides an understanding of why in the Nordic world, a fear 
of  strong  social  sanctions  might  endure  as  a  cultural  pattern  that  people  encounter 
when  they  challenge  egalitarian  norms  such  as  equality‐as‐sameness.  This  historical 
disposition  towards  mutual  social  control  is  strong  in  today´s  social  imaginary  of  the 
Danish middle class, I suggest. That is my interpretation of the pervasive critique of the 
pretentiousness and ‘coldness’ that people at all  levels of Danish society imagine exists 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further up the social ladder, and the opposing of hygge to high social status. The moral 
equation behind the Danish middle‐class worldview still follows a zero‐sum logic: If you 
live  for  achieving  high  social  status  in  the  public  sphere  (the  motivation  that  people 
assume behind  other  people's  consumption  of  luxury)  then  you  lose  out  on hygge.  A 
central cultural dynamic here, that I will return to, is the romantic dichotomizing of the 
‘inside’ of social space or individual subjectivity as opposed to the ‘outside’ of the public 
sphere, seeing the latter as morally inferior.  
Hygge as the subject of critical national self­reflexion 
Since  my  analysis  presents  hygge  as  both  an  ‘inside’  oriented  disposition  in  Nordic 
culture and a mode of egalitarian social control, I should acknowledge the fact that this 
understanding  of  hygge  is  already  part  of  a  popular  debate  on  Danish  hygge  and 
‘national  character’,  which  contributes  to  the  everyday  discursive  construction  of  the 
national  community.  Several  commentators  have  already  associated  hygge  with 
egalitarianism and have criticized that dimension of hygge in quite polemical, politically 
charged terms.  
  One derogatory usage of hygge  is that it can designate an alienated, fearful and 
introvert reluctance to be involved in the world. A poem written during World War One 
by  the  famous Danish writer  Jeppe Aakjær  compares Denmark  to  a  little  child who  is 
cozying up and enjoying hygge under the covers “while the whole world burns around 
your cradle”. Another example that hits a sore spot in Danish identity and history is that 
the Danish  forces  surrendered  to Germany during World War Two without putting up 
any  armed  resistance worth  talking  about,  which  a  Danish  commentator  refers  to  by 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saying that ‘We chose the hygge model’ (website reference 2). Here we encounter the 
allegation  that  the  Danish  national  character  is  disposed  to  seeking  and maintaining 
hygge to the extent of sidestepping necessary conflicts. 
Hygge can also be presented as opposed to the rawness of metropolitan space, 
as when the gentrification of previously working‐class neighborhoods in Copenhagen is 
often criticized  for creating a petit‐bourgeois space which accommodates middle‐class 
families and  their preferences  for hyggelig  enclaves,  safely  sheltered  from drug‐users, 
traffic, noise and other features of urban density. 
  I  suggest  that  Danish  culture  and  society  are  traditionally  characterized  by 
allowing  people  to  just  hygge  (to  use  the  verbal  form)  for  parts  of  their  life,  both 
normatively and economically,  through support offered by the welfare state.  Jonathan 
Schwartz  says as much when he points  to  the  ‘moratorium’  from  the demands of  the 
grown‐up world traditionally offered young Danes in the form of the folkehøjskole (the 
community college movement) as a space for experimentation and undirected personal 
growth. But an important observation for grasping the full picture is that an ideologically 
charged ‘cultural battle’ were always waged around this permissiveness, being a deeply 
established part of Danish political culture. This is where the critique of hygge figures as 
a form of national self‐criticism: depicting the Danish nation as a naively sleeping child 
who does not face up to the world.  
In the context of this cultural battle, both shopping and everyday family life are 
practices criticized, often  in a sarcastic tone,  for absorbing people  in a petit‐bourgeois 
pattern  of  repetition,  allowing  them  to  dodge  opportunities  and  risks  that  might  be 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occasions for individual or collective growth. Hygge means evading conflict, it means not 
tackling issues that need to be confronted: groups of people pretending to be united in 
agreement and shared experience, but shying away from raising discussions that would 
be painful if actually existing differences and repressed conflicts were brought out into 
the open.  
A closely associated fixed point  in the Danish national  imaginary, which people 
almost invariably refer to when I say that I am studying hygge,  is the well known Jante 
Law drawn  up  by  the Norwegian  author Aksel  Sandemose, which,  in  the  form of  ten 
commandments,  expresses  the  social  forces  of  envy  and  consensus‐seeking  by which, 
allegedly,  the  Danish  community  keeps  the  individual  under  control,  sanctioning 
thoughts  and  behaviour  that  commit  the  pretentious  sin  of  aspiring  to  ‘something 
bigger’. 
Perhaps  the  most  common  everyday  critique  of  hygge  pertains  to  the  life  of 
work and the sphere of professional, hierarchical relations. One example is that Danish 
professionals are, allegedly, culturally ill‐equipped to function in international corporate 
cultures, which are  structured around stricter hierarchies  than  in Denmark, with  clear 
and effective chains of command, and less informal hygge between managers and their 
employees  (website  reference  3).  And,  in  a  newsletter  by  an  influential  Danish  think 
tank under the heading ‘Turn down the hygge’, a psychologist warns work places against 
supporting  employees  in  forming  very  close  personal  relations  because,  “When  the 
employees  become  too  familiar  as  opposed  to  collegial,  they  focus  to  a much  larger 
extent on protecting each other against  changes  than on dealing  realistically with  the 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actual reason for their presence at the work place, namely that someone is paying them 
to  do  a  job”.  As  a  result,  dissent  is  suppressed  and  “the  individual  taken  hostage” 
(Birkemose 2006, my translation). 
In the examples mentioned above, we see that many dimensions of hygge with 
which  my  analysis  is  concerned  –  such  as  consensus‐seeking,  protection  and 
introversion  –  are  already  on  the  table  in  discussions  that  refer  to  hygge.  They  are 
central  elements  in  a  social  imaginary  of  the Danish  nation  and Danish‐ness, which  is 
from time to time presented by foreign observers, often quite fondly, and much more 
polemically  and  self‐critically  by  Danes  themselves.  I  regret  not  being  able  to  devote 
more attention  in the context of this article to the status of hygge  in the national self‐
perception of Danes.  I will  also  note  that  I do not assume  in any  ‘primordialist’  sense 
that  national  identity  and  culture  are  a  given  feature  of  human  nature  or  the 
constitution of society (Comaroff 1996); but I choose to approach these phenomena as a 
meaningful reference for people in their everyday lives.  
Subjectivity,  fireplace,  shelter:  the  culture  of  hygge  as  a  homology  of 
inner spaces  
The sheltering 
I  believe  that  the  analytical metaphor  of  the  shelter  captures  central  aspects  of what 
hygge  is  all  about. When  people  hygger  they  engage  in  a  mutual  sheltering  of  each 
other from the pressures of competition and social evaluation. I will analyze some of the 
spatial,  social  and  normative  dynamics  of  that  sheltering,  to  some  extent  separating 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them analytically, even if they shade into each other through the cultural relations that 
connect  them.  I  thereby  also  use my  analysis  of hygge  to  propose  something  general 
about both Nordic culture and the status of the home in modernity. 
Small spaces and centripetal tendencies 
On various levels, from national identification to everyday sociality, I believe there is a 
link  between hygge  and  small  spaces  that  deserves  to  be  brought  out  further.  In  the 
passage above, Aakjær contrasts hygge – the nation that is cozying up inside the cradle 
– with the surrounding world being on fire. Hansen analyzes the centripetal movement 
by  which  hyggelige  settings  tend  towards  spatial  encapsulation  and  interactional 
clustering around common, central points such as the light cast by a lamp, a TV screen 
or  a  fireplace  (1980:160).  The  theme  of  the  safe,  enclosed  space  seems  essential  to 
hygge.  “Hygge  cannot  be  in  a  big  open  space.  Then  there  would  need  to  be  small 
enclosed spaces within that room,” a male  informant in his late forties told me. Hygge 
always  seems  to  involve  the  social  construction  of  spaces  bounded  from  an  exterior 
realm,  and  to  be  connected  with  smallness  of  scale.  Hyggelig  spatiality  is  often 
described with references to particular kinds of lighting that create a warm yet dim light, 
such as antique lamps. As Bille and Sørensen note (2007: 276 ff.),  in accomplishing the 
atmosphere of hygge forms of lighting are used actively as a way of “connecting people 
and things”  (ibid.:266). Other observers of hygge have pointed to a  feature of “living” 
light, such as that of fireplaces, that faciliatate hygge: People can manage their distance 
to others by  ‘hiding’  in the shades, and  let their  gaze be drawn towards the flames to 
avoid a direct eye contact that may feel too intense (Jørgensen 1996: 43). 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Another example of the link between hygge and small scale phenomena relates 
to  children  and  childhood  memories.  Discussing  hygge  with  one  of  the  families  I 
interviewed, their eighteen‐year‐old daughter told me how the first thing that comes to 
her mind  concerning hygge  is  eating  småkager  (dry  sweet  biscuits  often  served with 
coffee  or  tea)  at  her  grandparents’  place.  Several Danish writers  have  also  associated 
their  own  childhood memories  of  ‘hiding  under  mama’s  skirt’  with hygge,  and  some 
even play with the notion that the foetus in the womb enjoys some sort of arch‐hygge 
(Jørgensen 1996). 
These spatial dynamics can be interpreted as analogous to cultural dynamics and 
historical developments on the national  level. This section explores this analogy. For a 
start  I will point  to  the Nordic  romantic  tradition, with  its  insistence on  the existence 
and primacy of an  inner  space  inside people and things, where their spirit  resides and 
their preferences, intentions and actions in the outer world are supposed to originate if 
they are to be considered genuine. According to Jonathan Schwartz, there is a romantic 
and  childlike  longing  for  ‘the  safe  home’  in Danish  culture. He  notes  that  the  English 
term  ‘trust’  has  a  close  etymological  affinity  with  Danish  trøst  (both  derive  from Old 
Norse traust), the Danish term for comforting a sad or unhappy person, and especially 
for consoling a crying child. He describes Danish society as being generally child‐centred, 
with “a strong functional coherence between the forms of child‐raising and the society‐
at‐large”, a society where authorities aim to be “child‐friendly” and where people care 
about “cuddling and caring for small creatures” (1989: 45). 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Schwartz also sees tryghed [safety] as a central value in Danish society, and like 
Jenkins in his ethnography of the Danish town of Skive (Jenkins 2006: 373) and Gullestad 
when describing  Norway,  perceives  a marked  longing  in  the Danish mentality  for  the 
local face‐to‐face qualities of the Gemeinschaft (Tönnies 2001). He connects this longing 
explicitly  to  hygge:  there  is  an  idealization  of  the  home,  the  romantic  Heimat,  as 
something “secure and restful, warm and congenial – Precisely what in Danish is known 
as tryg, trivelig and hyggelig” (1989: 21, italics in the original).  
Schwartz  describes  Danish  mentality  as  not  only  child‐centred  but  to  some 
extent  child‐like  itself,  as  revealed  in  the  national  identity  whereby  ‘being  Danish’  is 
historically negatively defined in terms of its smallness. In an almost Barthian dynamic of 
boundary‐located identity work (Barth 1969), being Danish means not being German or 
Roman or American, or whichever large‐scale power is currently figuring as the counter‐
image in the construction of national identity. A historical condition that can be seen as 
underlying  this  pattern  of  identification  is  that  of  the  Danish  nation  gradually  losing 
territory. After being  ‘cut down to size’  from being the ruler of  large parts of Norden, 
and  especially  after  losing  Norway  in  the  nineteenth  century,  as  Schwartz  remarks, 
mountains  and  waterfalls  suddenly  became  features  of  foreign  landscapes,  with  the 
result  that  “Danish  identity  could not only  ‘make do’ with  its  gentle  forms.  It  came to 
idealize them” (1989: 22).  
I  see  a  cultural  connection  between  the  centripetal  spatial  dynamic  and  the 
normative idealization of the diminutive: They merge in the everyday social practice of 
hygge,  its  predilection  for  small  means,  and  also  in  the  way  the  term hygge  is  used 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derogatively when characterizing someone as introvert. Through this merging of cultural 
and historical connections with everyday practices and discourses, the Danish culture of 
hygge  is  connected  both  to  major  Western  currents  of  thought,  and  to  (the  social 
imaginary of) national history. 
The healing home: intimacy and wholeness  
Moving closer towards an understanding of the experiential qualities that hygge offers, I 
see these in light of the modern family’s moral duty to provide a haven of intimacy that 
will  ‘heal’  each  family member  in his or her ongoing encounters with  the world.  “The 
home has become a place for  intimacy,  integration, and wholeness”, writes Gullestad, 
while neighborhood and society have lost these qualities, she believes (Gullestad 1992: 
51). The house of the family is a home by virtue of a special kind of togetherness that is 
lacking in the modern public sphere, to which it acts as a counter‐measure.  
I  suggest  that  this  form  of  togetherness  is  exactly  what hygge  points  to  in  its 
most  basic  form.  The  concept  of hygge  has  the  family  as  its  ultimate  reference,  and 
when it refers to social interaction outside home and family, it confers upon those other 
modes of togetherness some meanings and ideals of intimacy that refer, ultimately, to 
what an  idealized  family  life might  be  like. Thus when we  refer  to hygge, we use  the 
concepts of home and family to think with. Hyggelig social company has a quality that is 
family‐like, and hyggelige  settings have something home‐like to them. This association 
with home and family charges the concept of hygge with strong cultural meanings as a 
setting in which people can and should not only be close to each other, but also whole, 
not acting strategically or guarding themselves. I am not referring to actual home and 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family life, which may very well be experienced as claustrophobic and unhappy, but to 
the  ideal  of  the  family  as  a  group  of  individuals  whose  closeness  transcends  each 
individual. In Western cultures, this finds cultural expression in ideas about both family 
intimacy  (ibid.)  and  the  interconnectedness  of  family  members  through  kinship 
substances such as ‘blood’ or ‘genes’ (Howell and Melhuus 2001). 
A Nordic homology of inner spaces 
Schwartz says that Danish culture has a romantic emphasis on ‘the significance of “inner 
space”  as  reality  in  its  own  right,  and  not  simply  the  lack  of  something’  (1989:  48).  I 
agree, and add that one might look not only to romantic ideas in this regard, but also to 
religion.  Religious  ideas  are  too  easily  forgotten  in  the  anthropology  of  Norden 
(Gullestad 1989). Stenius points to the Lutheran heritage that contains ideas about the 
inner  ‘core’ of  the  individual, which he  says have had a  strong  influence on  the  social 
norms of Nordic peasant culture. For example, according to Stenius doing philanthropic 
deeds in public space did not enjoy the moral recognition in Norden that it did in other 
cultures, and was not as likely to give a person recognition as someone virtuous (1997: 
80).  In  terms  of  tracing  philosophical  currents  that  set  the  stage  for hygge,  Lutheran 
thought might then also be behind the allocation of a priority to  inner states as being 
supremely  real  and  the  skeptical  assumption  of  profane motives  behind  gestures  and 
achievements in the public sphere.  
At this stage I turn the analytical gaze further ‘inwards’ from family and home life 
to  the  subjectivity  of  the  individual,  because  a  central  normative  force  within  the 
cultural dynamics  that  I  am considering here has  to do with a  tendency  to appreciate 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the  ‘inner’  as  being  supremely  ‘real’.  I  suggest  that  a homology  of  inner  spaces  runs 
through Nordic culture and creates an analogy between the encapsulated social space 
of hygge  and  the  even more  ‘inner’  space  of  individual  subjectivity,  in  that  both  are 
perceived as more real than the world outside them.  
By  homology  of  inner  spaces,  I  intend  to  indicate  the  way  in  which  this 
encapsulating,  subjectivizing  and  sheltering  tendency  repeats  itself  at  many  different 
levels. In terms of subjectivizing tendencies, one powerful example is the idea of ‘human 
worth’  in Nordic  culture, which  in my understanding  is marked  by a highly egalitarian 
resilience to  loss of status.  In the works of Faber, Hansen, Gullestad, Lien and Barnes, 
people present ‘human worth’ as a highly  inert,  resistant quality: in popular discourse, 
no one is better than others, no one can become better than others irrespective of their 
deeds  in  the  ‘outer’  world,  and  no  one  should  strive  for  this.  A  radically  subjectivist 
notion seems to be at work here, which locates the worth of a human being in an inner 
enclosed  space  that  the  person  is  imagined  to  carry  around.  That  space  is  relatively 
unaffected by one’s actions in the surrounding world, by the ascribed characteristics of 
one’s person and any achievements or lack thereof in the course of one’s life – nothing 
makes  one  ‘worse’  or  ‘better’  than  others,  because  ‘no  one  is  worth more  than  any 
other as a human being’, as Danes often say (e.g. Hansen 1980: 91). And while equality 
may be absent from actual events and relations, the equal worth of persons (ligeværd) 
is not questioned, as Lien argues in particular (Lien 2001).  
I  suggest  connecting  that perspective  to the  sheltering of  inner  spaces and  the 
middle‐class  morality  that  I  brought  up  previously.  Middle‐class  people  protect 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themselves against the status game by declaring its players to have lost their soul, their 
sociality  –  their hygge.  I  agree with  Lien  however,  that  it  is  not  the  case  that  Nordic 
people cannot see, that some enjoy more prestige or material wealth than others. The 
point is rather that the ‘more’ is construed as differences that don’t make a difference, 
to paraphrase Gullestad. Hygge as the most desired state of sociality cannot be bought 
for  money  or  brought  about  by  striving  for  respect  and  admiration.  This  morality 
underpins the ‘best‐of‐all‐worlds’ attitude of the Danish middle classes.  
I  suggest,  then,  that  in  Nordic  culture,  everyday  interactions  between  people 
unfold as if they conformed to the axiom:  ‘If there are differences of status among us, 
these do not determine the extent of subjective satisfaction and meaning that we gain 
from our lives.’ Or, to put that axiom in more everyday terms, as analytical statements 
in  everyday  language  that  capture  the  essence  of  these  protective  measures:  ‘You 
people  might  have  everything  we  don’t,  but  you  lost  hygge  in  striving  for  it’.  This 
morality is underpinned by the cultural homology of inner spaces. Hygge, with its cage‐
like quality, connotes a shelter in which people can turn their backs on the hierarchy of 
social class and regard them as unworthy of attention, a shelter that represents not only 
middle‐class egalitarianism, but also romantic and Lutheran ideals that award priority to 
the inner space of subjectivity.  
The hierarchical egalitarianism of middle­class consciousness  
I  suggest  that  in Nordic  societies  there  are  relatively  few  external  standards  to which 
people  can  be  held,  except  one:  their  ability  to  seem  at  peace with  themselves.  The 
state of calmly hvile i sig selv [resting in oneself] is often mentioned by Danes as a highly 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attractive trait of a person, the unassailable condition of someone who has supposedly 
arrived at the point, where they mainly care about living up to their own standards and 
not about those of others (notwithstanding the fact that such people usually still behave 
in  a  highly  socially  competent manner).  In  everyday  parlance,  the  statement  that  ‘he 
rests  in  himself’  comes  as  close  as  any  to  saying  that  ‘he  is  happy’.  Exuding  an  air  of 
calm, self‐assured balance  is  therefore a crucial embodied competence for sending off 
cultural  signs by which one comes across as a  cool,  stylish and graceful  human being. 
Indeed, in this way, the inner state of subjective happiness, which on the one hand turns 
its back on social competition, paradoxically confers status in social space. 
This reminds us that egalitarianism contains  in itself the seeds of hierarchy: the 
idealization of the person who follows his or her own standards,  the assumptions that 
people of the economic upper class have lost essential social qualities such as intimate 
family hygge  in  their  striving  for  economic  gain  –  even  if  these  notions  originate  in  a 
challenge  to  hierarchy,  they  are  obviously  in  themselves  hierarchical.  Inside  space  is 
privileged: it  is good, real. Gullestad also recognizes the inherent hierarchical aspect to 
egalitarianism  in  her  analysis  of  equality‐as‐sameness when  she  calls  attention  to  the 
exclusive  pockets  of  equal  social  status  that  people  create  and  protect:  “by  avoiding 
contact with people about whom one has  insufficient  information, by an  interactional 
style  emphasizing  sameness  and  undercommunicating  difference  and  by  avoiding 
people who are considered ‘too different’ … hierarchy is also created and maintained. In 
other words, the idea of equality as sameness is not incompatible with hierarchy” (1992: 
174).  
 Manusc r i pt  2 : Money can't buy me hygge: Danish middle-class consumption, egalitarianism and the sanctity of inner space 
160 
 
In the everyday appreciation and sheltering of the inside merges the two cultural 
and social dynamics with which this article has been concerned: the spatial and social 
distinctions between inside and outside, repeated at multiple levels through homology; 
and  the  concerns  over  down  and  up  as  regards  social  class,  manifested  in  the 
hierarchical egalitarianism of middle‐class consciousness. I ultimately believe that hygge 
represents  the  merging  of  those  two  dynamics,  their  temporary  balancing  through  a 
properly conducted sociality.  
Conclusion 
I  have  suggested  that  the  experience  of  hygge  represents  a  charging  of  everyday 
spatiality and sociality with cultural meanings that are egalitarian  in that they work as 
countermeasures to the hierarchy between social classes. In themselves, however, they 
are also hierarchical  because  they  sanctify  inner  space over outer,  including outwards 
expressions  of  certain  inner  states.  This  cultural  and  social  dynamic  is  rooted  in  past 
social  forms,  cultural  ideas  about  personhood  and  well‐established  constructions  of 
national identity, and they play themselves out as social distinctions made through, for 
example, consumption. 
Besides  describing  the  cultural  phenomenon  of  hygge  more  comprehensibly 
than  has  been  done  so  far,  I  hope  to  have  moved  anthropology  further  towards  an 
understanding  of  Nordic  egalitarianism  by  pointing  to  the  cultural  sanctifying  of  the 
inner sphere of people, places and things. I suggest that this is the structuring principle 
of a fundamental moral order for everyday Nordic life. 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Epilogue: But is it Danish? Hygge as universal human capability vs. trait 
of regional culture 
The  question  that  is  on  the  minds  of  most  Danes  regarding  hygge  is:  is  it  actually 
something particularly Danish? This article has analyzed hygge by looking at the cultural 
particularities  of  Nordic  societies.  However,  I wish  here  to make  the  reservation  that 
hygge  can  probably  be  conceptualized,  and  several  aspects  of  it  studied,  in  a  more 
universalist  light by  seeing  the construction of hyggelig  spheres as a  universal human 
capability  that  is  realized  under  different  circumstances.  The  tricky  anthropological 
question is, of course, the similarities and differences among those circumstances, and 
among the actual lived worlds of hygge, by which ever name people refer to that quality 
to social interaction. 
  What  is  hygge  an  instance  of?  The  egalitarian  norms  that  are  central  to hygge 
might  exemplify  the  sociological  concept  of  the  commune  as  a  social  union  in which 
people  “may  be  enjoined  to  opt  out  from  the  'rat  race'  and  enter  instead  a  group  in 
which all members are equal, no one wishes  to stand above  the others,  and  relations 
are  based  solely  on mutual  intimacy,  sincerity  and  trust. Members  are  normally  also 
asked to turn their backs on the attractions of consumerism and reconcile themselves to 
a life of modesty and austerity” (Bauman 1990:76). Undeniably this description evokes 
measures  of  social  control  that  seem  similar  to  those which,  I  have  suggested, hygge 
facilitates. 
  On the  level of sociological abstraction, hygge as an egalitarian shelter can also 
exemplify the temporary class‐conditioned exit,  a certain way of retreating, which  is a 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common analytical  theme regarding how individuals and groups deal with frustrations 
concerning their prospects of fulfilling social goals (Merton 1968; Bourdieu 1984). 
  One can also  regard Nordic hygge merely as one possible manifestation of  the 
widespread  tendency  to  turn  the  home  into  a  sheltered  sphere,  that  resists  the 
alienation  of modernity  in  large‐scale  societies,  focusing  on  the  spatial  dynamics  and 
interpersonal  structures  that  facilitate  this  experience.  Based  on  observations  and 
interviews  in  Toronto  in  the  1980s,  McCracken  describes  homeyness  in  a  way  that 
resonates  deeply  with  Nordic  hygge  (McCracken  1989):  The  diminutive  aspect,  the 
penchant  for natural materials and  family heirlooms  that  implies a  resistance  to mass 
production  and  functionalist  architecture,  the  “homey  environment  [that]  presents  a 
face that is deliberately without defenses or pretenses in order to reassure the occupant 
that  he  or  she  may  forgo  defenses  and  pretenses  of  their  own”  and  opposing  the 
“inauthentic styles [of] high status individuals”. McCracken also invokes the principle of 
‘the  embracing  property’ by which  “the  surfaces  of  the  homey  environment  exhibit  a 
pattern  of  descending  enclosure”  (ibid.:  172).  His  analysis  of  this  informal,  shell‐like, 
anti‐system home dynamic makes it clear that the material and moral structuring of the 
home to achieve hygge is not limited to the Nordic context. 
  Instead of focusing on the home, one could take the family and find many of the 
same sheltering, encapsulating, anti‐system dynamics. Not only in the context of Nordic 
hygge does family togetherness act as a social barrier towards the forces representing 
modern society. Several works on symbolic consumption and family  life show that the 
market  is experienced as a profane sphere which confronts the sacred realm of home 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and family. The value of many ‘homemade’ products lies in their symbolic opposition to 
their  commercially  produced  counterparts  on  the  market  (Wallendorf  and  Arnould 
1991; Curasi, Price and Arnould 2004; Moisio, Arnould and Price 2004). We have seen in 
the examples above that hygge (when travelling or cleaning one's home) captures family 
togetherness  and  opposes  it  to  ideas  like  competition,  money  and  pretentiousness. 
Hygge might be one vernacular term for the universal symbolic marking of boundaries 
between household and market.  
Yet  I will venture that we can point to something particularly Nordic about the 
appearance and experience of hygge. I understand regional distinctiveness as residing in 
a particular constellation of social structures, historical experiences, cultural values and 
currents  of  thought  that  may  all  be  found  elsewhere,  but  achieve  a  particular 
interrelation  in  a  regional  context.  Whereas  most  elements  of  hygge,  when  seen  in 
isolation,  can  be  found  in  many  non‐Nordic  contexts,  I  think  that  a  distinct  Nordic 
ambience arises in the particular cultural interaction of certain elements.  
The definitions  of hyggelig  interaction by American anthropologists, who were 
quoted in the introduction, focused on an effortless interactional flow in which no one 
took centre stage, and a balancing of involvement with some sort of lightheartedness. If 
it is the case that this is hygge, I think it manifests values of sincerity and authenticity, as 
well as practices of sheltering. These in their turn are predicated on a dichotomous split 
between  inside  and  outside  that  stems  partly  from  ecological  conditions,  partly  from 
national  history,  and  partly  from  the  sanctifying  and  protecting  nature  of  inner  space 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(which I referred to as a homology of inner spaces) that arises out of the convergence of 
romantic and religious thought with social structures such as the welfare state.  
  The  result  is,  I  suggest,  that  while  the  emotional  valence  of  hygge  is  not 
necessarily  qualitatively  different  from  the  American  experience  of  homeyness,  it  is 
intensified – not all  the  time or  for everyone, but as a  cultural emphasis,  as  Schwartz 
formulates  it  (1989:45).  It  is  a  phenomenon  that  has  an  immediate  presence  for 
everyday  awareness,  one which  people  are  able  to  elevate  into  an  icon  of  the  nation 
because  the  national  history  that  they  know  lends  itself  to  being  represented  by  it. 
Therefore  it  becomes  a  cultural  reference  point  that  all  Danes  relate  to,  even  if  they 
disagree  on  its  attractiveness  and  legitimacy.  This  also  partly  explains  two  facets  of 
hygge that seem entirely particular to Denmark: Even if the mode of sociality referred to 
as hygge  is universal and goes by other names elsewhere, no other people has,  to my 
knowledge, elevated that particular mode of sociality  into an  icon of their community. 
And in no cultures that I am aware of, are ritual references to that form of sociality so 
widespread in everyday encounters. The combination of national iconicity and everyday 
ubiquity around hygge seems distinctly Danish, even if the experience and practice of it 
might  not  be.  I  think  that  there  are  environmental,  historical  and  political  conditions 
that  dispose Danes  towards  nurturing  the  cultural  practice  of hygge,  some of which  I 
have already accounted for. And a particularly close ‘fit’ between Danishness and hygge 
is suggested, I believe, by the wide semantic span with which hygge manifests itself as 
simultaneously a national icon, a contested ideological ground and a ubiquitous feature 
of everyday sociality. 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 More  than  defining  its  cultural  boundaries  however,  I  think  that  the  crucial 
cultural issue regarding hygge  is the relation between inside and outside, which I have 
grappled with  in writing about  the homology of  inner  spaces.  Therefore  I  also believe 
that, along with the tensions presented as central and interrelated in Nordic culture by 
Gullestad – independence versus community, hierarchy versus equality, being in control 
versus  moral  slipping,  and  peace  versus  conflict  (1992:  181)  –  we  should  be  equally 
attentive to the relationship between inside and outside. 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The  following  is  entitled  “Interiority  and  the  constitution  of  the  atmosphere  of 
hygge”. It was the last article written on the basis of this empirical research, and has 
not  been  submitted,  but  is  being  considered  for  submission  to  either  Journal  of 
Material Culture or Journal of Consumer Culture. It in many ways continues where M2 
lays off, and therefore follows the latter in the order of texts. 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Interiority  and  the  constitution  of  the  atmosphere 
of hygge  
Introduction: Atmosphere and non­symbolic immediacy 
This  article  investigates  how  atmosphere  arises.  The  atmosphere  in  question  is  that 
known as Danish hygge, on which  this author has  carried  out ethnographic  fieldwork. 
This paper is mainly theory driven, and adds to previous ethnographic expositions of the 
phenomenon  of  hygge  (Hansen  1980;  Borish  1991;  Linnet  2009).  By  taking  a  more 
theoretical approach, the goal  is to highlight certain aspects that have been previously 
suggested  but  not  thoroughly  discussed  (Linnet  2009),  as  well  as  connect  to  current 
theoretical discussions of everyday life. 
  A place  is a total phenomenon, which cannot be reduced to  its  individual parts 
without  losing  its  qualitative  character.  That  character  is  atmosphere,  “the  most 
comprehensive characteristic of a place” (Pennartz 1999: 95). Atmosphere thus seems a 
suitable concept for capturing the quality in a place that people seek, e.g. as consumers 
who are attracted by a particular sense of place  (Sherry 2000). At the  level of sensory 
experience, wherein  lies  the  object of  that attraction – what  constitutes  the different 
kinds of atmosphere that people are drawn to? 
  According  to  Böhme  (1992),  atmosphere  comes  forth  through  the  network‐like 
interaction of several different elements ‐ objects, lights, sounds, spaces. The combined 
effect “seem[s] to fill the space with a certain tone of feeling like a haze” (1992: 114). No 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single  item dominates that tone, or can be said to be critical. How people behave and 
interact also affects atmosphere in a balanced interaction with material facilitators, and 
under the influence of the latter (Pennartz 1999: 99).  
  ‘Hygge’  can  roughly  be  translated  into  ‘cozy  tranquil  togetherness’.  The  few 
published works  that  have  treated hygge  rather  briefly  point  to  a  highly  appreciated 
form  of  interaction  that  is  tranquil,  informal  and  unpretentious,  yet  culturally  rule 
bound (Hansen 1980; Borish 1991; Reddy 1998). It unfolds with a sense of spontaneous 
mutual involvement and sympathy, and a shared orientation to the here and now. It is 
ideally  experienced  as  personal  and  authentic,  devoid  of  status‐competition  or 
calculated ‘frontstage’ behavior, allowing one to relax and “be oneself”, “let one´s guard 
down”  as  formulated  by  one  informant  in  this  research.  Hygge  is  a  way  of  being 
together  which  is  ideally  experienced  as  friendly,  safe,  good‐humored,  inclusive  and 
devoid of conflict or demands. While it can be used emically about a solitary immersion 
in pleasant leisure activities, social hygge is the form that people most commonly refer 
to. Typical scenes are relaxing after a working day, or watching TV on a Friday night after 
the working week, in the easygoing company of  family or  friends. It  is also used about 
any everyday occasion of spending some time with an acquaintance, e.g. paying a casual 
visit for a few hours, or taking a break with a colleague, in which a pleasant mood arises 
effortlessly  and  spontaneously.  The  inclusiveness  that  hygge  offers  those  who  are 
present and fit in, comes partly from Nordic cultural aversions to hierarchy and formality 
(Gullestad  1992),  and  the  social  requirements  that  one  never  dominates  the 
conversation for long, but bestows a friendly attention upon all others present (Hansen 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1980).  The  social  flow  also  consists  in  that  while  hygge  is  in  many  ways  opposed  to 
intensity,  it  can  still  be  lively:  Ideally,  one  feels  able  to  act  and  talk  relatively 
uninhibitedly.  The mood  of  the  interaction  is  not  achieved  by  keeping  a  lid  on  one´s 
temper or consciously avoiding certain subjects of conversation, since such attempts at 
control in the face of social demands are, ideally, what hygge offers a respite from. 
  This paper looks at how the subjective sense of being enveloped by hygge arises, 
by  tracing  how  a  sense  of  interiority  is  delivered  both  by  social  interactions  and 
patterns, and material settings and objects. The concept of atmosphere as such points 
the  discussion  towards  to  the  relation  between  subject  and  object.  Atmospheres  are 
both object‐determined; “belonging to the thing”, but also subject‐determined;  in that 
they are sensed by humans and refer to a bodily state of subjects´ being in space (ibid.  
122).  How  an  atmosphere  like  hygge  arises  thus  concerns  “the  relation  between 
environmental  qualities  and  human  states.”  (Böhme  1992:  114).  Therefore  one 
analytical contribution of this article lies in considering the relation between subject and 
object,  by  considering  how  atmosphere  is  constituted  both  by material  properties  of 
objects  and  settings,  the  effect  of which  is  (to  some  extent  at  least)  pre‐cultural,  and 
subjects´ culturally induced orientation towards meanings and effects.  
  Böhme  and  other  authors  formulate  such  issues  on  the  basis  of  their 
disagreement with a school of thought in cultural analysis, which Tim Ingold traces back 
to  Durkheim  (Ingold  2000:  160),  that  prioritizes  the  durability  of  collective  symbolic 
representations  over  what  is  seen  as  the  more  ephemeral  and  private  flow  of 
individuals´ immediate sensations. In the same vein Daniel Miller criticizes anthropology 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for  having  historically  been  more  concerned  with  the  organization  of  inter‐
generationally  transmissible  knowledge,  than  with  how  it  is  put  to  use  and  socially 
negotiated.  These  authors  criticize  semiotics  and  hermeneutics  for  never 
comprehending  material  objects  and  settings  in  their  immediacy;  in  how  they  come 
forth  as  a  bodily  sensation  of  presence,  but  only  as  signs,  the  meaning  of  which  is 
constituted in relation to other signs, and thus perceived by the subject´s mind. Böhme, 
Miller,  Ingold  seem  to  yearn  for  a  direct  analytical  encounter  with  the  non‐symbolic 
immediacy which,  they believe, characterizes how humans relate to things, and things 
make humans. Their ambition is to comprehend what things do for us in their capacity 
as things with physical functions and presence. To quote a central intellectual forefather 
for this line of thought, “the bridge is never first of all a mere bridge and then afterward 
a  symbol”  (Heidegger 1971: 153). The bridge over  the  stream has an essential bridge‐
ness, Heidegger says, by which it does not just connect banks that are already there, no 
these  emerge  as  banks with  the  bridge.  The  bridge  brings  elements  into  each  other´s 
neighborhood  and hereby  gathers  a world  for  humans  to  be  present  in,  “gathers  the 
earth as  landscape around the stream” (ibid: 152). Thus what  is called  into question  is 
the arbitrariness of the sign: As Miller asserts, it is wrong “to treat body praxis as a mere 
vehicle  for  the  outward  expression  of  meanings  emanating  from  a  higher  source  in 
culture or society” (Miller 2010:169). The meaning that bodies and things carry must be 
understood by relating it not only to other meanings, but also to the inherent function 
or intention by which a being exerts an effect on its environment that derives not from a 
discursive construction of meaning. 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 Miller sees an ongoing structuring effect at work by which things make people. It 
owes  its  force and  inertia to the fact that our system of objects was  largely made and 
handed  down  by  previous  generations,  and  to  the  fact  that  it  stays  largely 
unacknowledged,  which  he  calls  “the  humility  of  things”  (2010:  50).  Departing  from 
frame theory Miller says that objects “determine what takes place to the extent that we 
are [not] conscious of their capacity to do so” (ibid.) 
A synergy of material affordance and cultural meaning 
In the network‐constitution of atmosphere, each thing contributes its presence through 
its “ecstasies” says Böhme (1992: 121). Thus an analytical challenge is to conceptualize 
the role of an object “in the ways in which it goes forth from itself” (ibid.). Tim Ingold´s 
concept  of  affordance  applies  here  (2000:  166).  It  designates  the  influence  or  even 
determining force exerted by things and settings, due to their material layout, upon the 
ways that they are used by humans, and the meanings they have to us – on what they 
are to us. Affordance is what humans are oriented towards, says Ingold, as they perceive 
and move within their surroundings, constantly obtaining a practical knowledge about 
the  surrounding  world.  Depending  on  the  activity  people  are  involved  in,  they  are 
attuned  to  specific  kinds of  information:  “It  is  knowledge about what an environment 
offers  for  the  pursuance  of  the  action  in which  the  perceiver  is  currently  engaged.  In 
other words, to perceive an object or event is to perceive what it affords” (ibid.).  
  The analytical  issue here  is how the atmosphere of hygge comes about,  that  is, 
what constitutes the possibility of  it and motivation towards  it. The phenomenological 
perspective presented above suggests that in addition to previous work on cultural and 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historical  dynamics  around  hygge  (Linnet  2009),  we  consider  also  the  material 
affordance of objects and settings: Their force  in determining or  influencing what goes 
on – or in more tentative terms; how they partake in facilitating practices and meanings.  
  This  article  however  does  not  advocate  losing  the  idea  of  social  and  cultural 
context; it definitely accords these a strong role in influencing and structuring what goes 
on  in  the  world.  In  terms  of  people  seeking  out  hyggelig  spaces,  Danish  culture  is 
characterized  by  present  and  historical  features  that  support  the  idealizing  of  “inner 
spaces”  as  such:  The  ambivalent  but  somewhat  smug  perception  of  the  national 
territory as being small; the welfare state´s easing of social pressures to conform to the 
market,  and  support  for  seeking  a  personal  ‘inner  happiness’;  the  general  home‐
orientation  of  the  Nordic  cultures  supported  by  climatic  conditions;  a  romantic 
melancholic  longing for  ‘home’; and the Lutheran prioritizing of  inner  faith over public 
deed (Schwartz 1989; Stenius 1997; Gullestad 1992; Frykman and Löfgren 1987, Linnet 
2009).  In  line  with  the  object‐focused  phenomenology  presented  above,  there  is  no 
doubt  that  tracing  the  effect  of  material  layout  upon  the  atmosphere  of  hygge 
contributes  a  fuller  understanding  of  this  cultural  phenomenon.  Yet  it  would  be 
foolhardy  to  submit  uncritically  to  phenomenology´s  yearning  for  a  pre‐cultural 
connection with essences, and embrace a sensory romantics that did not acknowledge 
the  role  of  culture. Rather,  it  seems  reasonable  to  think  that people’s  subjective gaze 
upon the affordances is partly culturally induced. The crux of the discussion is of course 
to which extent. The question of that extent however, risks tying the discussion up in a 
notion,  most  likely  false,  of  a  zero‐sum  struggle  for  influence  between  subjective 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perception  and  object  affordance.  It  would  seem  more  constructive  to  perceive  a 
synergy among these terms, or entirely leave them behind as analytical abstractions. In 
any  case,  it  has  been  a main  priority  in  the  following  discussion  to  not  end  up  in  the 
intellectual dead end that a strict subject‐object dichotomy represents. This is difficult to 
avoid. The dichotomy is already sneaking in when arguing above that cultural context is 
analytically  “important”  while  material  affordance  is  “also”.  No  concept  seems  to 
magically dissolve the analytical tension between materiality and culture, even if Böhme 
clearly  tries  to  offer  atmosphere  as  such  a  concept:  “This  ‘and’,  this  in‐between,  by 
means of which environmental qualities and states are related, is atmosphere” (Böhme 
1992: 114). Miller suggests in short that we should simply see the symbolic meaning of 
an object as a part of its function (2010: 46).   
  The  following  analysis  tries  to  formulate  these  issues  in  terms  of  a  synergy 
between material  traits,  social  behaviors  and  cultural  norms.  Still  though,  it  is  worth 
considering  whether  some  facilitators  of  hygge  might  contribute  a  structuring  effect 
upon the overall atmosphere that derives directly from their material layout, more than 
their cultural meaning. If nothing else, at least the discussion suggests certain dynamics 
in the constitution of hyggelig atmosphere that have not been brought up before, and 
thus adds to the existing cultural analysis of this phenomenon (Linnet 2009). 
  Thus  this  article  asks  what  are  the  cultural  symbolic  linkages  and  material 
affordances whereby the atmosphere known as Danish hygge  is constituted? That goal 
lies  close  to  Pennartz´  when  he  writes  about  the  experience  of  atmosphere:  To 
 Manuscript  3 : Interiority and the constitution of the atmosphere of hygge 
178 
 
understand  the  interaction  between  architectural  and  socio‐psychological  factors  on 
gezelligheid (the Dutch word for hygge). But there also differences in our approach:  
- This  article  considers  a wider  field  of  factors  than  sociality  and  architecture.  It 
also looks at the influence of consumer goods, as well as the role of temporality. 
As a sub question to the above, the paper asks what pattern can be traced across 
the social, material, temporal and symbolic realms?  
- The analysis is oriented towards the interplay of materiality with cultural factors 
rather than socio‐psychological ones. 
- The article  finally reflects on the question of what  is  the value that this  form of 
atmosphere holds  for people, which needs does  it  satisfy? One  form of answer 
has  been  provided  in  the  form  of  cultural  analysis  (Linnet  2009).  This  article 
comes  at  the  question  from  a  different  angle;  probing  phenomenological 
literature for the existential needs that hygge might satisfy. Thus  it  talks about 
needs and motivations both at a cultural and a deeper ontological level. 
The concept of interiority  
As a means of opening up this form of atmosphere, the concept of interiority  is applied 
throughout as an analytical  lens. This  concept  has affinity  to more  concrete  terms, as 
Christine McCarthy makes  clear:  “Containment, confinement, enclosure,  imprisonment, 
privacy,  protection,  security,  shelter:  These  are  words  to  which  understandings  of 
interiority adhere.” (ibid. 112, italics in the original). The concept fundamentally points 
to  the  subjective  perception  of  being  “in”,  “at”  or  “during”:  Being  spatially  present 
somewhere,  which  is  relationally  defined  as  bounded  from  its  exterior,  or  being 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temporally present at some point or interval of time, which is marked and perceived as 
distinct from what lies before and after. Interiority is ultimately about identification and 
placement rather than a relation to spatial form says McCarthy (2005: 116), and draws 
the suggestive parallel that in Heidegger´s work, the word “in” points not to space, but 
to  familiarity  (ibid.    n.  7).  Interiority  is  thus  always  constructed  through  something 
repetitive, such as branding, routine behavior or insularity (ibid. 116)  
  As  McCarthy  suggests,  not  only  space  provides  subjects  with  a  sense  of 
interiority. In line with that understanding, the following refers both to material, social, 
symbolic  and  temporal  forms  of  interiority,  all  of  which  seem  to  be  involved  in  the 
constitution of a hyggelig atmosphere.  
Ethnography and native terminology 
The ethnographic research for this study was carried out among Danish upper middle‐
class  families.  Since  this  is  a  theoretical  reflection  that  extends  previous  work,  some 
patterns of  interaction are  summed up  in a  relatively abstract  form without providing 
detailed ethnographic examples. All generalizations put forward are however based on 
ethnographic research by this author or other researchers, as well as to some extent on 
this author's native experience. The latter is an opportunity regarding fieldwork in one´s 
own society, that can be used cautiously when accompanied by ethnographic interviews 
and  observations,  and  constant  attempts  at  de‐naturalizing  one´s  native  experience 
through cross‐cultural comparison.  
  Regarding the translation of native Danish terms, hygge  is both noun, verb and 
adjective. The noun is straightforward, as in “have you heard about Danish hygge?” The 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adjective  form  is  hyggelig,  akin  to  “cozy”.  For  doing  hygge  in  the  verbal  form  this 
anglicized grammatical version is used: Someone are or were “hygging”.  
  Because  of  the  native  terms  employed  throughout,  the  focus  on hygge  might 
seem  narrower  than  what  is  intended.  As  Clifford  Geertz  said  about  doing 
anthropological  research,  “we don’t  study villages, we  study  in  villages”. This article  is 
written in a spirit of universality: It wants to say something about the human condition. 
But because the fieldwork was on the cultural phenomenon of hygge in Denmark, I will 
stick to that virtually copyrighted native term. When it says “hygge” here however, one 
can  read  this  in more  general  terms  as  “coziness”,  or  as  “characterized  by  a  sense  of 
interiority  and  the  network  dynamics  of  atmosphere”,  or  even  as  an  empirical 
manifestation of Heidegger´s concept of “dwelling” – because the analysis approaches 
those issues through the phenomenon of hygge. 
  A  last note on  language:  In  spite of questioning  the  subject‐object  relation and 
discussing  material  affordance,  it  must  still  be  said  that  one  cannot  talk  about  an 
atmosphere,  or  interiority  or hygge,  existing  independently  of  someone´s  experience. 
Nor can one make the objective analytical judgment that an atmosphere exists or does 
not exist. For the sake of readability the text does not say “perceived to be” every time 
hygge or atmosphere is mentioned. But when it says e.g. that candle lights are hyggelig, 
it means that it is a general observation that people perceive them as such. 
 
How  does  sociality  and  materiality  together  constitute  hygge?  The  following  is 
structured around the effects with which the analysis is concerned. 
 Manuscript  3 : Interiority and the constitution of the atmosphere of hygge 
181 
 
Synergies 
Turning inward towards a social here and now 
Hygge  is  usually  accompanied  by  the  shared  intake  of  food  and  drinks.  Tea or  coffee 
often  accompany  daytime  hygge,  and  so  does  some  amount  of  alcohol  especially  at 
evening  get‐togethers.  When  people  are  hygging  in  “3rd  places”  between  work  and 
home (Thompson and Arsel 2004) such as meeting at cafés, drinking beer is common. In 
homes a  lot of hygge  involves drinking beer  too, or wine.  Snacks,  candy and cake are 
also often involved, as are soft drinks for children. Hygge in many cases does not go well 
with norms of healthy living, as is often remarked by professionals concerned about the 
fitness of the Danish population, which has a lower life span than other Scandinavians.  
  The  invitation  to  shared  indulgence  that  lies  in hygge  also  constitutes a  certain 
social  pressure  on  people  to  take  part  in  the  consumption  of  these  snacks  and 
beverages. A ‘no thanks’ usually has to be justified by some physical condition, following 
doctor´s orders etc (Boye 2010). The person who voluntarily says that they don´t like the 
cake served or  just don´t  feel  like eating, will  face the social sanction of appearing  like 
they are withdrawing from friendly sociality  for  reasons of self‐obsession and ‐control, 
essentially refusing someone´s  love because they are unable to  ‘let go’ and  live  in the 
now for the occasion. Thus the sincerity that hyggelig  interaction  ideally contains does 
not  extend  to  issues  that  expose  differences  among  the  participants.  Topics  of 
conversation usually support a light tone, and avoid divisive issues like religion, politics, 
child raising or personal economy, unless one is certain from the start that other people 
are similar to oneself on these points. 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 An all‐pervasive trait to the entire setting of hygge,  including the clothes people 
wear,  their  topics of  conversation and  the  food  and drinks  they consume,  is  that  they 
come across as appearing spontaneously. They do not require any large use of time or 
money  on  anyone´s  part.  Whatever  is  in  the  fridge  goes  –  no  luxury  brands  or  fine 
appearances are needed, ordinary but well tasting things are exactly right. Hygge shies 
the formality of dressing up for the occasion or laying out the silverware. While there is 
no  analytical  reason  to  think  that  people  can  not  be hygging  while  having  a  glass  of 
champagne, the standard folk characterization of hygge centers on everyday simplicity, 
affordability and spontaneity.  
  The  elements  mentioned  above  have  the  general  effect  of  interiorizing  the 
situation. They all  ‘turn  inward’ towards a socially shared here and now. Some objects 
have  an  effect  on  the  interaction  that  can  be  traced  directly  back  to  their  material 
properties.  One  might  talk  of  a  material  instigation  of  sociality,  as  if  due  to  their 
material makeup, these objects “want to” assemble people and be shared by them. One 
example would be a pot of warm tea or coffee.  It  is  rapidly cooling off, and  its appeal 
will  last less than an hour. Size wise  it  is too large for one person to empty. Due to  its 
physical  dimensions  and  the  rapid  deterioration  of  the  usefulness  of  its  contents,  it 
virtually  calls  for being shared. There  is a temporality built  into such object that spurs 
social interaction.  
  The  progressive  deterioration  of  the  substance  is  a  principle  shared  by  other 
elements  that people gather around: A warm dinner getting  colder,  an open bottle of 
wine slowly changing its taste. The temporal dynamics built into the substance, by virtue 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of  its chemical nature and the human preparation of  it, along with the amount of the 
substance present, are factors that support practices in the here and now, which fall  in 
the category of sharing (Belk 2010). 
  Additional material factors can then be added to moderate the influence of such 
temporal factors: The thermo cup, seemingly omnipresent in college environments and 
on the streets of many cities, exactly obliterates the social affordance of the coffeepot 
by keeping contents warm, sizing them to  fit one person, and allowing movement but 
generally not pouring. 
  Of course one could counter the teapot example with the sound reasoning that 
people probably are not that heavily affected, since they can just make another pot of 
tea. The analytical ambition here however, is to move towards an understanding of the 
everyday material influence of objects upon sociality, by looking for effects that play out 
across  the  wide  expanse  of  ordinary  people’s  everyday  sociality.  The  effect  may  be 
vague,  and  indeed  one  could  find  more  extreme  examples:  A  prison  wall  is  a  strong 
material instigation of sociality. But the vagueness of these mundane practices resonate 
with  this  paper´s  aim  to  trace  the  accumulative workings  of  different material  effects 
that  influence  everyday middle‐class  life,  effects  that  are  vague  but  omnipresent  and 
powerful because “humble” in Miller´s terminology. 
  The  different  elements  “come  forth”  each  in  their  way  as  Böhme  says,  to 
contribute  their  effect  to  the  atmosphere  of  hygge.  Regarding  the  immediacy  of 
indulging in snacks; sweet, salty and fatty stuff would probably appeal to human bodies 
under any possible circumstance, due to their tastiness and the immediate injection of 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energy  that  they effect.  In a modern context of  governmentality  the appeal of  snacks 
builds upon  those physical  features, but  it becomes more ambivalent and maybe also 
intensifies. In their immediate sensory pleasure, these foods seem to negate the bodily 
discipline demanded by modern citizens. The context codes them with contrast, to the 
effect that they turn inward; turn their back on the wider world and gratify the face‐to‐
face moment, and hereby contribute to the strong sense of being present in a here and 
now,  in  a  pause  with  no  demands.  What  the  health  regime  also  does  is  to  install 
situational  feelings  of  ambivalence  or  downright  guilt  in  subjects,  and  a  motivation 
towards withdrawing from the interaction, which is counteracted by the social pressures 
mentioned  above.  Many  people  react  to  their  own  indulgence  by  demanding  of 
themselves  to  “even  the  score” by eating  less  fatty  foods over a period  following  this 
hyggelig  situation  (ibid.)  Inspired  by  Max  Weber´s  interpretation  of  the  investment‐
orientation of capitalism as a secularized version of Calvinist hopes for eternal salvation 
(1995  [1920]),  one  might  see  such  promises  as  an  act  of  communication  with  a 
secularized and internalized version of a watchful God.  
  Some traits to hygge, such as the affordability and “whatever is at hand”‐ness of 
clothes  and  food  and  drinks,  also  have  this  turning‐inward  effect:  They  dislodge  the 
situation  from  larger  relations  of  symbolic  and  economic  exchange  that  might  exist, 
both among the participants and in their relation to society. Unlike hosting a large party, 
the low toll that hygge takes on any participant´s resources means that, as an analytical 
idealtype,  it  does  not  reciprocate  earlier  prestations  or  set  in  motion  future  ones 
(Hansen 1980). Indeed hygge, as a popular ideal, does not rely on economic capability at 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all. Ordinary well  tasting  food  fits with hygge,  but  not  taste  brought  to  the  level  of  a 
connoisseurship that is expensive or necessitates demanding preparation. It is not that 
there  is  an  upper  limit  to  quality  as  such,  indeed  the  immediate  sensory  pleasure  of 
high‐quality comfortable objects and settings goes well with hygge, but the element of 
symbolic distinction must be toned down, and the quality should ideally be immediately 
accessible to the body. Any material or  immaterial element  is supposed to accompany 
and support the sociality,  rather than take centre stage. That goes with the somewhat 
naïve  folk  ideal,  by  which  hygge  only  relies  on  people  having  a  relaxed,  friendly 
character and way of interacting.  
  Hygge´s  aversion  to  pretentious  appearances  is  characterized  by  an  ideology 
which cherishes functionality and tries to wrest itself lose from the inter‐referential play 
of signs that creates symbolic meaning. Regarding clothes, the everyday informality that 
goes with hygge means that brands and designs are less relevant than at work or when 
going out. The analytical point here is that, both in the actual material effects of objects, 
and  in  the  folk  normativity  in  which  the  interaction  is  couched,  there  is  an  inward‐
turning tendency. With the normativity of functionality, people try to relate to the inner 
essence of things, and not perceive them in relation to anything that is external to the 
situation.  In that respect, when Danes reflect upon hygge and use the term to bestow 
appreciation  upon  social  experiences  and  other  people’s  personalities,  at  a  normative 
level they actually strive to do what the materially oriented phenomenologists are also 
trying  to  do:  Comprehend  the  thing  in  its  presence  and  function,  not  its  symbolic 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meaning. In everyday hygge, people are of course largely unaware of the philosophical 
underpinnings of their mode of interaction. 
  From an analytical viewpoint however, a hyggelig situation is not dislodged from 
the chains of meaning that influence people´s experience. It clearly relies on being in a 
time and place which is unstressful and has a minimum of comfort. These qualities are 
from an  objective  point  of  view  relative  to  economic  class  and  cultural  capital, which 
means  that  what  one  person  experiences  as  hygge  can  be  seen  by  another,  e.g. 
someone with a more expensive or refined taste, as drab, dirty or messy.  It  is obvious 
also that appearing casual can be a social pressure as much as dressing up, as anyone 
knows who ever felt overdressed in a bohemian environment. Yet the casualness is to a 
large extent real, and even if that might sound naïve, that is the main approach in this 
paper: To try and trace some actual effects that things have on people´s experience and 
ways of interacting, rather than see those effects merely as ‘alleged’, and contextualize 
them within class relations. Thus I to some extent take hygge at face value, and not just 
as  a  phenomenological  exercise,  but  because  material  effects  do  co‐constitute  the 
atmosphere  along with  a  culturally  and  social  induced  symbolism,  as  suggested most 
clearly here  in the case of the temporal rhythm that a cooling tea pot  impresses upon 
the interaction.   
  As has been shown, the objects, settings and practices that constitute hygge have 
an inward‐turning effect. They interiorize the situation, and establish a here and a now 
that  absorbs  the  participants  in  an  experience  of  spontaneous  social  indulgence.  In 
structuring  the analysis of  these effects  it  is  almost  impossible  to  treat  those “turning 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inward”‐effects  without  invoking  also  the  “turning  away”  that  creates  an  outer 
boundary around the situation. That boundary is the subject of the next section. 
Outer boundaries 
While  some elements and practices of hygge  turn  inward, others  create  symbolic and 
material  boundaries  around  the  interaction.  These  effects  are  not  easily  distinguished 
from one another, as they are part and parcel of  interiority and often derive from the 
same  phenomenon.  Yet  for  the  sake  of  tracing  the  effectors  of hygge,  the  following 
shows phenomena that tend more towards boundary‐creation.  
  I do not have statistical evidence for this claim, but in my interviews with Danes 
about their social life, hyggelig is probably the most common adjective employed when 
people  refer  to  past  or  future  interactions with  family  or  friends.  These  are  everyday 
ways by which people  refer  to  sociality, not as an explicit  topic  for  scrutiny or precise 
description, but as a casual characterization of everyday occasions where things unfold 
in  a  relaxed,  agreeable manner  (Linnet  2009).  The  term hygge  is  often  applied when 
people refer to the family setting. While other social constellations can indeed offer the 
experience of hygge, the term appears nowhere as frequently as in everyday talk about 
family  dinners,  family  vacations  etc.,  which  people  very  much  want  to  be  hyggelig. 
Hygge  also applies  to  daily  occasions of  family  life  like  cleaning  the home  together,  if 
that activity turns out pleasant; as something people do while small talking and joking, 
rather than boring or stressful.  
  As an  introspective  illustration of the crucial  link between the concept of hygge 
and Danish cultural expectations  for  family  life,  I once observed hygge  appearing  in a 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discussion  among  members  of  my  own  family  on  why  a  summerhouse  get‐together 
went wrong, and turned into a tense mood of mutual irritation. In their talk about what 
they  felt  was  lacking  from  that  encounter,  it  boiled  down  to  the  fact  that  as  family 
members, they had not been hygging together. No one disagreed with this statement or 
felt  they  had  to  ask what  it meant;  and  the  agreement  that hygge  had  been  absent 
clearly  established  the  occasion  as  a  painful  failure.  The  discussion  instead  revolved 
around  reasons  for  the  mood  turning  sour;  who  said  what  and  behaved  how,  and 
around what could be done to make things more hyggelig  in the future – e.g. agreeing 
on expenses and dividing responsibilities for cooking and cleaning beforehand via email.  
  For families that cannot afford consumer goods such as vacations, the discourse 
of  real  authentic  family hygge  shelters  the  parents  against  the  threat  to  their  status, 
that economic  inferiority entails: “We don’t need that kind of spending to have family 
hygge”  is  a  rationalization documented both by myself  and other  researchers working 
on class distinctions and middle‐class values in present day Denmark (Faber 2008, Linnet 
2009).  In  most  cases  of  emic  hygge‐talk,  people  use  the  concept  of  hygge  without 
further  reflection  over  the  range  of moral meanings  that weave  together  in  it.  As we 
have seen though, the term encapsulates the warmth and closeness that most Western 
middle‐class families see as central to family life (Miller 2008).  
  Families  are  not  the  only  social  relation  where  hygge  is  a  core  value  of 
interaction. A male informant in his fifties described the company of an old friend as the 
social  situation  that  he  would  most  readily  associate  with  hygge.  Formulations  like 
“we´re  hygging  with  barbecue  in  the  park”  or  “a  hyggelig  evening  with  Peter  and 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Mette” are extremely common when Danes expose their social life on the internet. In all 
its  ubiquity,  hygge  captures  the  essential  emotional  valence  of  forms  of  social 
relatedness,  including also friendship, which are  long‐term and based on affection but 
non‐sexual, and which are important to people´s identity and everyday life. 
  The sense of interiority arises both through symbolic, social and material means. 
Materially the spatial  layering  is  important; a series of boundaries between  inside and 
outside  that  seem  to  envelope  the  person.  Concerning  the  form  of  coziness  that  is 
Canadian homeyness, Grant McCracken has described “the embracing property” where 
“the  surfaces  of  the  homey  environment  exhibit  a  pattern  of  descending  enclosure” 
(1989: 172). This encompassing engages those who encounter it, and repeats itself, in a 
fractal‐like manner,  from  street  to  the  snug  nooks  of  the  home,  as  boundedness  and 
privacy increases first in the neighborhood, then the yard, then through elements such 
as the ivy that obscures the manmade surface. Proceeding with the creation of interior 
layers “as the individual moves into the home, he or she encounters increasingly specific 
and personal gestures”  (1989: 173), such as book shelves, picture walls etc.  It  includes 
the furnishings of the room, which may in a Canadian context take the form of one ring 
of furniture encircling the walls, while another makes pools in the room. 
  The various settings that are empirically associated with a hyggelig atmosphere, 
are  conducive  to  a  subjective  sense  of  interiority  partly  because  as  shown previously, 
they turn inward towards a social here and now, and partly because they are marked as 
a  unique  site  in  the  world  through  the  erection  of  boundaries  with  deep  moral 
connotations. These can be material as shown above, or symbolic  in the form of ritual 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practices and their objects. Family dinners with servings of homemade food are known 
to  be  symbolic  practices  whereby  people  do  their  home,  by  marking  its  boundaries 
towards non‐homey environments (Wallendorf and Arnould 1991; Moisio, Arnould and 
Price  2004).  The  singularity  of  the  homemade  marks  the  family  sphere  as  “warm”, 
personal and caring by distancing itself from the market system of mass produced goods 
with  impersonal  origins.  Adding McCracken´s  observations  about  spatial  layering,  it  is 
possible to understand how the family dinner becomes the high point of hygge as forms 
of  interiority  ‘pile  up’:  The  actual  homemade  food  is  a  case  of  symbolic  interiority: 
appearing as a unique sensory and emotional site  in  itself. Gathered around  it are the 
family members, constituting the symbolic and social interiority of the family as a social 
bond  unlike  any  other.  Those  elements  constitute  a  family‐like  atmosphere  by 
interacting with the spatial layout of the home and the symbolic “ecstasies” of objects 
such  as  family  heirlooms  or  photos  that  celebrate  a  shared  history.  All  of  that  is 
embraced by the spatial  interiority of  the house and  its symbolic  interiority as being a 
home.  It  seems  fair  to  suggest  that  the experience of hygge  increases, or at  least  the 
expectations  of  it,  because  forms  of  interiority  interact  in  this  way,  both  through 
network  effects  and  through  the  fractal  patterning  whereby  they  reside  within  each 
other, in the form of bowl – table – people – room – house –neighborhood. 
  As hygge is usually a social experience, it is worth considering in more detail how 
the company of other people effects a sense of interiority. Most emic descriptions place 
hygge  in  relatively  private  surroundings.  But many  Danes would  probably  counter  an 
analysis of hygge that focused exclusively on the home, with statements like “I can have 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hygge with my friends anywhere”. Phenomena such as coziness are often analyzed as an 
exclusively home‐oriented experience, while too little is known about how they arise in 
public  space  (Manzo  2003).  But hygge  can  indeed  arise  in  public  space. Often  people 
describe as hyggelig an intimate and familiar public space such as a favorite pub or café, 
or various outdoor areas that serve unhurried interaction well, such as a park or beach 
spot suitable for a picnic. These examples show that it does not take a built environment 
to effect interiority. It seems reasonable to consider how a site can arise through a social 
interiority  that  is primarily  bodily, but material  rather  than  symbolic, within  the outer 
boundary that comes about in the spatiality of bodies. Being in a group of people is itself 
charged with  interiority –  consider  the apt metaphor  ‘a  circle of  friends’. As Merleau‐
Ponty  says  “gestures, whatever  they might  be  held  to  symbolize,  delineate  their  own 
meanings  through  their  embeddedness  in  social  and material  contexts”  (Miller  2010: 
170).  An  enclosing  effect  derives  from  being  among  bodies  with  repetitive  gestures. 
Now  of  course  this  form  of  being  in  an  “inner”  is  not  easily  distinguished  from  the 
symbolic interiority of what these particular individuals signify, and how that resonates 
with one´s own identity, as in the exclusivist family symbolism of shared blood or genes, 
or the shared narratives of old  friends. But as an  idealtype, social  interiority  lies apart 
from  the  symbolic  aspect  of  social  relatedness,  and  refers  to  the  immediately  site‐
creating effects of collective bodily co‐presence itself. 
  When  social,  spatial  and  symbolic  forms  of  interiority  interact  in  a  network 
dynamic,  what  comes  about  is  a  hyggelig  atmosphere.  What  arises  is  also  the 
experience of a site.  I  suggest  that as a  strong  subjective experience  of being present 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with others now and here, hygge ‘needs’ the prior existence of such a strongly marked 
site  to  arise;  a  subjective  experience  of  boundaries,  situational  as  they may  be.  That 
sense can arise not merely within a spatiality, but in the Heideggerian sense evoked by 
McCarthy, within any social, spatial, symbolic or temporal site for presence and being. It 
does so more effectively however, when that experience has a multimodal constitution, 
as per the network dynamic of atmosphere. 
  Within  these  boundaries unfolds  the  substance of  the  sociality,  charged with  a 
sense  of  value  and  particularity  through  cultural  norms,  e.g.  the  ideology  of  family 
relations being more “real” than others, as reflected in the emic notion that “my family 
loves me for who I am”.  
The sense of contrast  
The  cherishing  of hygge  as  an  ‘oasis’  in  everyday  life  comes  about  partly  through  the 
implicit awareness on the part of subjects, that its extent is limited. While this principle 
also  accrues  to  spatial  dynamics,  the  effect  of  that  awareness  is  perhaps  most 
immediately felt in the case of temporal interiority. When people refer to a weekend, a 
holiday or a break at work as hyggelig, it shows how hygge is in temporal terms a pause; 
a  suspension  of  one´s  involvement  in  large  scale  processes.  People who  enjoy hygge 
know  that  their  absorption  in  the  here  and  now  cannot  last.  They will  at  some point 
have to exit this and encounter the systems which for a moment are kept at bay. This 
prospective  awareness  of  contrast  effects  a  temporal  interiority,  that  strengthens  the 
sense of being in a social here and now. 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 Ingold´s concept of the “taskscape” is helpful in capturing this temporal charging 
of  hyggelig  atmosphere.  Tasks  get  their  meaning  from  being  positioned  “within  an 
ensemble  of  tasks”  that  is  made  up  of  “a  pattern  of  retensions  from  the  past  and 
protensions  for  the  future”  (2000:  194).  Even  for  those  who  rest,  “tasks  are  the 
constitutive  act  of  dwelling”  (2000:  195).  If  as  Ingold  says,  time  itself  is  primarily  a 
succession  of  tasks,  it  captures  both  the  deeply  relaxing  character  of hygge  as  being 
effectively a hole  in  time, and why  that  relaxation  relies on  the  implicit  knowledge of 
tasks  that  one  will  soon  again  face.  So  as  contemplated  “from  within”  hygge,  some 
dimensions  of  the  outer  world  serve  as  less  hyggelig  contrasts  through  people´s 
awareness  of  the  continued  existence  and workings,  outside  their  present  shelter,  of 
opposite conditions and forces.  
  Contrast also shows to be a fundamental principle in the discursive patterns that 
characterize  people’s everyday  talk about hygge, across  the widely different narrative 
contexts  in which the term is applied.  It seems that the term hygge can be applied to 
almost  any  activity,  interaction  or  setting,  as  long  as  it  contrasts  with  a  comparable 
phenomenon seen as  less hyggelig. A typical example would be someone describing a 
hyggelig quarter of a city visited abroad. Hyggelig city quarters are usually characterized 
by small crooked streets, low buildings and a bustling local  life among residents visibly 
engaged  in  shared  activities  and  long‐term  social  relations  that  exude  the  charming 
integrity of unfolding for their own sake. After passing through the financial district of a 
major capital, the areas of the city that offer these qualities will seem hyggelig. Passing 
from those crooked streets  into a  family‐owned  restaurant or the  relative privacy of a 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courtyard,  the hygge  increases. These dynamics were suggested above concerning the 
layering of space.  
  To continue the discursive angle, in one meaning of hygge, it is a word used when 
settings,  situations  and  interactions  turn  out  pleasant,  follow  convention  and  meet 
expectation  in  an  unremarkable  manner.  But  often  its  usage  means  that  a  social 
situation which was potentially “risky” turned out in contrast to be pleasant. That way of 
using the term implies a sense of contrast and potentiality on the part of the speaker, 
and is put forward in Danish when someone says ‘that was actually hyggelig’ with more 
involvement  than  in  ordinary  casual  references  to  hygge,  of  which  there  are  many 
during the day. 
  Thus  the  sense  of  contrast  is  essential  to  hygge.  This  resonates  with  hygge´s 
conceptual nature as a manifestation of interiority. A boundary partakes of both inside 
and outside, and “to see an interior boundary is to see the possibility of exteriority” says 
McCarthy  (2005:  115).  She  observes  that  interiority  in  fact  demands  exteriority,  since 
the two "need each other to refute each other" (ibid.  116). This applies to the kinds of 
interiority that characterize hygge: Spatial, temporal and symbolic.  
  The  centrality  of  contrast  mentioned  above  means  that  there  is  always  from 
“within hygge” a more or less implicit attention to its exterior, irrespectively of whether 
we are referring to a symbolic, temporal or spatial shelter. People see the elements that 
constitute hygge as valuable through  implicit or explicit comparison with the opposite, 
e.g. when eating candy in front of the TV is charged with enjoyment by contrast to the 
stressful working day that has ended. Thus in spite of the sense of subjective presence 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that hygge offers, this kind of atmosphere should not only be understood through that 
which  is  immediately  present.  A  fuller  understanding  is  gained  by  including  absences 
(Bille, Hastrup and Sørensen 2010) As many of the material and social elements of hygge 
are  charged with  effect  through  contrast,  it  is  an  open  question  if  not  their  counter‐
phenomenon  is  ‘present’,  through  that  which  negates  it,  as  an  element  of  the 
atmosphere, exerting an influence that can be felt and talked about. 
  One way that the sense of contrast comes about is by concrete, culturally guided 
acts  of  organization  whereby  Danes  establish  hygge  as  a  site  that  is  ‘clean’  and 
harmonious. An example was mentioned previously of a family who were planning how 
to have more hygge in their future get‐togethers, by pushing work‐like issues out of the 
comfort  zone,  so  that  face‐to‐face  conversation  would  steer  clear  of  elements  that 
threaten hygge. This is an example of a collective cultural action that builds a symbolic 
outer  boundary  around hygge  towards  a  non‐hyggelig  exterior,  with  the  latter  being 
established in that very act of organization. It also exemplifies how hygge is very much a 
cultural  concept  to  Danes  (Hansen  1980:  206);  a  package  of  interrelated  behaviors, 
persons, objects and emotions that Danes can evoke in one word, and as a group orient 
a  collective  consciousness  towards  the  creation  of,  because  the  cultural  concept  is  so 
established and relatively uniform across individuals.  
  The  paradox  of  staging  what  ideally  emerges  spontaneously  from  ‘inside’  is 
however  not  lost  on  the  Danes:  By  those  who  see  homeyness  as  closely  related  to 
claustrophobia,  and  criticize  the  petit‐bourgeois  tendencies  of  family  life  to  suppress 
open conflict and  internal  difference, hygge  is often be  referred  to  in a wry,  sarcastic 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tone.  I  have  even  heard  the  expression  ‘forced  hygge’  [tvangshygge]  being  used  by 
young  people  who  felt  alienated  by  the  upcoming  rituals  and  family  interactions  of 
Christmas,  which  most  people  would  strongly  expect  or  hope  to  result  in  ‘Christmas 
hygge’ within the family. 
  The  purging  or  barring  of  non‐hyggelig  elements  extends  also  to  people.  As 
remarked above, hygge requires a suppression of differences among those present. In a 
larger  social perspective, hygge may be  seen as  furthering a  fragmentation  in  society: 
Small pockets of people who are  relatively  similar,  yet behave more  similar  than  they 
are,  while  avoiding  the  atmosphere‐wrecking  presence  of  people  who  are  different 
(Gullestad 1992).  
Exchanges between inner and outer  
As  the  interiority  of  hygge  implies  the  existence  of  an  exterior,  the  boundary  that 
encompasses the subject, by asserting a contrast to the surrounding world, becomes a 
medium  for  imagining  and  engaging  with  the  latter.  The  mutual  relation  between 
interior  and  exterior  is  not  per  definition  antagonistic,  even  if  they  are  in many ways 
opposites. As mentioned above, due  to  the  fractals of outer‐inner, urban public  space 
can  appear  to  be  hyggelig.  In  that  respect  it  has  qualities  that  are  home‐like.  The 
crooked streets that seem to defy central modern planning have the same atmosphere‐
inducing effect as when inside the home, non‐linear shapes, niches and corners offer the 
possibility to do something with space (Pennartz 1999: 105). But analogy does not tell 
the  whole  story  about  the  relation  between  exterior  and  interior.  The  two  sides  are 
directly "derived from processes of exchange between each other" says McCarthy (op. 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cit: 116),  through "behaviors and mechanisms  that occupy  the boundary of  interiority 
and weave imaginary and actual connections between inside and out" (ibid. 121). Such 
exchanges  between  inside  and  outside  happen  not  only  through  the  imagination  of 
absent elements that provide contrast. As McCarthy suggests above, these relations are 
also  “actual”.  One  actual  physical  exchange  happens  as  a  person  passes  through  the 
spatial  layers between  interior and exterior. Such “journeys to the exterior” e.g. when 
going  to work  and  returning  home  again,  are  fundamental  for  establishing  a  sense  of 
home, as Case shows (1996). To other people who  inhabit  the  interior or exterior,  the 
person who moves  between  these  two  acts  as  a  visible  reminder  of  the  existence  of 
these contrasting spheres, by carrying physical elements from one sphere into another: 
Such as when entering someone´s home at wintertime, wearing foggy glasses and snow 
on  the boots. Or  the sight of a man or woman passing hurriedly  through  the morning 
traffic on their way to work, hair still wet from the shower. 
  Two main  drivers  of  these  inside‐outside  exchanges  are  the  agency  spurred  by 
the  sense  of  boredom  or  claustrophobia  that  can  arise  in  an  interior  –  a  common 
accusation against  family hygge – but also the  reverse movement,  the desire of those 
residing  in  the exterior  to  surveil,  explore, penetrate or at  least  know  the  interiorities 
that other people inhabit, or hold themselves. "Differentiation from outside (considered 
as  a  public  and  universally  accessible  exterior)  locates  the  interior  as  an  exclusive, 
restricted, and private space; a repository of privileged information (carnal knowledge, 
initiation,  the  password,  or  a  secret  handshake)  available  only  to  those  admitted… 
Mystery requires the tantalizing knowledge from the outside that something  is secret, 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not what that secret is" (McCarthy 2005:121). An example of these dynamics concerns 
the  effects  of  lighting.  Candles  are  undoubtedly  the  single  material  hygge  facilitator 
most generally mentioned by Danes, who are the world´s most dedicated consumers of 
candles,  with  an  individual  consuming  3.5  kg  a  year  on  average,  mainly  in  the  dark 
months (Eggert 2001: 15). The word contrast becomes literal when it concerns the social 
experience of gathering around  light, where  the atmosphere  intensifies by  contrast  to 
the  darker  recesses  of  the  room  (Bille  and  Sørensen  2007).  A  sense  of  interiority  is 
established. Yet as McCarthy  says,  it  exhanges with an exterior,  and not only  through 
imagination. When evening lights are turned on in Danish homes, public space becomes 
a  vantage  point  from  which  to  peer  into  other  people´s  interior  worlds.  From  the 
perspective  of  those  who  are  inside,  their  hygge  unfolds  within  the  bounds  of  an 
interior,  but  that  does  not  mean  that  it  is  only  felt within  the  extent  of  their  social 
constellation. As seen from outside in the evening, the homes seem to confer some of 
their sensory qualities upon the life unfolding outside them. Hygge reverberates into the 
near surroundings; it beckons and becomes an object of outside attention to inside.  
Shielding the flow 
One  way  that  the  experience  of  a  hyggelig  atmosphere  is  structured,  is  through  a 
function  commonly  associated  with  boundaries:  Control  –  and  the  displacement  of 
control that makes a particular social interaction possible. Says McCarthy: “Interiority is 
the process and location of how and where control is exchanged for intimacy. Although 
the boundary prioritizes control, internal intimacy is a loss of control.” (2005: 118). So as 
suggested concerning the purging and barring of non‐hyggelig elements from hygge, the 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spontaneity of hygge  requires  that  control  is exercised at  the boundary – but notably 
also, that it is forgotten at the centre.  
  What  does  control  afford  in  terms  of  sociality?  The  enclosure  achieves 
connection: "That which  is contained engages and combines with other aspects of the 
interior…The  interior  is  a  site  for  transformations  arising  from  the  intimacies  and 
intricacies of  inclusion and exclusion. Confinement  limits and encourages  interaction." 
(ibid. 116). We might then see the laidback social flow of hygge as not only sustained by 
cultural norms for  inclusive interaction, but also afforded by the material and symbolic 
boundaries  that  shield  it.  In  this  vein  Pennartz  specifies  a  range  of  architectural 
attributes  in  the  home  that  are  likely  to  function  as  effectors  of  gezelligheid  (Dutch 
hygge):  Inclusiveness  is  strengthened  when  the  arrangement  of  and  connection 
between  rooms  contributes  to  communication,  so  that  a  person  does  not  feel  “shut 
away” e.g. when standing alone  in  the kitchen. Non‐linear  shapes, niches and corners 
offer the sense that it is possible to do something with the surrounding space. The size 
of  rooms  is balanced between the cramped and  the empty (1999: 105). These criteria 
are  a matter  of  balance,  since  shutting  doors  are  also  good  for  avoiding  un‐hyggelig 
degrees of mess.  
  The  point  about  these  spatial  conditions  is  that  they  afford  the  atmosphere  of 
hygge/ gezelligheid, exactly by achieving the sense of balance, accessibility and flexibility 
that  also  characterizes  the  sociality  of hygge.  It  is  important  to  note  the  principle  of 
balance because  it crosscuts the social and the spatial: Also  in  interaction, the  flow of 
hygge  thrives by people having the embodied competence to strike the right distance: 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Involved and attentive to the other, but still easygoing and with a limited  intensity e.g. 
of eye contact.  In other words,  sociality and  spatiality are  structured according  to  the 
same principles, and co‐constitute this atmosphere from different angles. The working 
out  of  a  flow  is  common  to  them,  and  it  is made  possible  by  displacing  symbolic  and 
social control to the boundaries of the interior. 
  A material  facilitator of hygge  that  literally goes with  ‘flow’  is  the alcohol often 
consumed,  which  affords  the  loss  of  façades  and  guardedness  that  people  associate 
with hygge. When consumed without the balance mentioned above, it might of course 
bring the  interaction to a  level of  intensity not usually referred to as hyggelig, such as 
fighting, partying or having sex. Or to lower levels, e.g. stupor and sleep. The effects of 
alcohol  suggest  a  general  point  about  the  consumption  of  atmosphere:  That  what 
consumers are drawn to, besides objects and settings that create a certain atmosphere, 
are  also  substances,  and  maybe  also  techniques  or  sensory  conditions  (meditation, 
silence  or music),  that  work  on  the  subject  and  “open  it  up”  for  the  experience  of  a 
particular form of atmosphere. 
The  issue  of  outer  control  and  inner  flow  is  maybe  the  most  promising  for 
understanding  why  people  would  be  drawn  to  constructing  and  consuming  the 
atmosphere of hygge. If we ask what needs are fulfilled by the experience of hygge, one 
answer  focuses  on  how  hygge  fits  into  a  larger  cultural  and  social  context,  e.g.  as  a 
meaningful  means  of  social  distinction  in  a  Nordic  egalitarian  middle‐class  society 
(Linnet 2009). But in line with the subject‐object debate mentioned in the introduction 
to  this  paper,  this  analysis  sees  people´s  needs  and  desires  as  constituted  at  several 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different analytical levels, both within and beyond the realm of particular culture. Many 
elements  that  constitute  hygge  may  trigger  needs  and  wants  located  at  partly  pre‐
cultural  level of human orientation towards time and space. In addition to the cultural 
norms and societal structures that are always part of the picture, can we then continue 
along the lines of the previous inquiry, and suggest that hygge satisfies needs which are 
basic to the human condition? Which ontological needs underpin the human orientation 
to  material  affordances  for  hygge?  Are  any  existential  receptors  triggered  by  the 
pleasure  that hygge  offers? More  than  a  definite  answer  to  these  questions,  what  is 
suggested  here  is  a  way  of  thinking  about  the  needs  that  lie  behind  the  beckoning 
ambience  of hygge.  This  thinking  unfolds  on  two  levels:  The  species‐sensory  and  the 
existential. I will briefly remark on these two dimensions. 
  In  terms  of  the  existential  benefits  of  hygge  that  phenomenological  literature 
points towards, the concept of “dwelling” can serve as a perspective on the social flow 
of  hygge.  Heidegger  describes  the  condition  of  dwelling  as  a  gentle  attitude:  One 
approaches  one´s  surroundings with  a  sense  of  balanced moderation  that  lets  people 
and things come forth in their own way. “The fundamental character of dwelling is this 
sparing and preserving… to leave something beforehand in its own nature” (1971: 149). 
Thus resonates with the  lack of social demands and hierarchical centering essential  to 
hygge,  and  the  importance  of  social  flow  and  accessibility.  As  Pennartz  says,  being 
accessible to one another, with no particular purpose or plan, opens the door towards a 
sense of potentiality. “Possible behavior is relevant to the experience and meaning of a 
pleasant atmosphere” (Pennartz 1999: 99). This lack of purpose‐orientation, control and 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formality  to  the  social  pattern  is  mirrored  in  what  we  might  call  the  non‐directive 
materiality of hygge,  an open ended setting that does not declare a  ‘plan’  for what  is 
supposed to unfold there in social terms. An example commonly raised by Danes when 
we discuss hygge, is how a party always ends up in the kitchen, which is where it really 
turns  hyggelig.  I  have  heard  about  and  witnessed  this  practice  enough  times  to  feel 
certain that the materiality of the kitchen has a particular effect on people: As opposed 
to the layout of a finely laid table, or the cocktail party setup of little islands of food and 
drinks that suggests circulation and repeated self‐presentation, the kitchen is functional 
and unritualized regarding social activities  (that have nothing to do with cooking). The 
stage is not set, but left for people to fill with the mood of their interaction, which can 
go  anywhere.  It  is  this  sense  of  potentiality  which  resonates  with  the  balanced 
interaction and “letting come forth” of dwelling. Ultimately Danish hygge might ‘just’ be 
a particular cultural variant of the universal human ability to create zones for dwelling. 
  The concept of dwelling also  resonates with  the relations between  interior and 
exterior that has been analyzed previously. In terms of the contrast between the here‐
and‐now  and  the  elsewhere,  Heidegger  underscores  its  fundamental  importance  for 
being – e.g.  the awareness of death as  the ultimate elsewhere.  “Man  is  insofar as he 
dwells”  says  Heidegger  (op.  cit:  147),  and  asserts  that  mortality  is  dwelling.  When 
Heidegger  speaks  of  “the  stay  of  mortals  on  the  earth”  he  says  that  “‘on  the  earth’ 
already means ‘under the sky.’ Both of them also mean ‘remaining before the divinities’ 
and  include  a  ‘belonging  to men´s  being with  one  another.’  By  a  primal  one‐ness  the 
four – earth and sky, divinities and mortals – belong together in one”. What I take this 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poetic  language  to  mean,  is  that  in  dwelling  one  both  experiences  a  presence  and 
coming‐forth to a here and now, but also, inherently and simultaneously, a transcendent 
motion that constitutes a being‐with the exterior. Thus the different constituents of that 
exterior – here named “earth and sky, divinities and mortals” – weave into our relations 
to  concrete objects around us,  and achieve a unity  in  those  things. They do  so  “when 
they  themselves as  things are  let be  in  their presencing”  (ibid: 151), which  suggests a 
letting‐come‐forward that resonates with the atmosphere of hygge.  
  Heidegger  thus  posits,  as  a  fundamental  aspect  of  human  existence,  the 
imagining of  outside‐as‐contrast; whereby  the exterior achieves a  form of presence  in 
the  interior.  “Even  when  we  relate  ourselves  to  those  things  that  are  not  in  our 
immediate reach, we are staying with the things themselves” (ibid: 156). When we think 
e.g. of a bridge there is a “thinking toward that location” and through our thinking “we 
may even be much nearer to that bridge and to what it makes room for that someone 
who uses it daily as an indifferent river crossing” (ibid). 
  On  how  the  exterior,  past  or  future  weaves  into  the  here  and  now,  we  find 
comparable  ideas  in  the  works  of  other  phenomenologists,  e.g.  Merleau‐Ponty:  “The 
sensible  thing  is not  in  the here and  in  the  now, but  it  is not  intemporal and aspatial 
either, an ideality. It presides over a region, it is a field being… It is not inserted in a pre‐
existing locus of space; it organizes a space of planes and fields about itself. Likewise its 
presence presents a certain contracted trajectory of time… The unity of the thing is… a 
certain style, a certain manner of managing the domain of space and time over which it 
has competency, of pronouncing, of articulating that domain” (1968: 113). 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 Ultimately, Heidegger seems to suggest, human intentions are not necessarily the 
origin  of  these  dynamics.  As  opposed  to  our  agentic  ideas  of  production  and 
consumption, the underlying vision here is that there is this massive push for existence 
and  presence,  a  force  which  humans  give  way  for,  and  channel,  through  the  things. 
Dwelling  is  a  form of  being  that  lets  things  come  forth  on  their  own  terms,  and  that 
might  just  be  what  hygge  is:  A  social  flow  into  the  here  and  now  of  the  will  to  be 
present, to oneself and others. 
  At  a  species‐sensory  level,  some  observations  by  Tim  Ingold might  be  seen  as 
providing  an  ontological  basis  for  the  needs  that  hygge  satisfies,  as  regards  the 
boundary that surrounds hygge, and the experience of crossing it. Ingold notes that it is 
a basic trait to humans that we return to our place. In agricultural society, that place is 
one  of  our  own making,  to  a much  larger  degree  than  among  hunter‐gatherers. With 
industrial  society,  the  regular  return  to  that  place  becomes  charged  with  normative 
contrast  to  our  appropriation  of  resources  in  the  surrounding  world:  the  world  of 
production that we turn away from upon entering the domestic sphere. Thus intensifies 
the need  for modern humans  to have  that  site  set apart  from  the world,  through  the 
different dynamics of interiority described previously. Appadurai reminds us that having 
a  site  set  apart  from  the  surrounding  world  is  an  inherently  unstable  condition  that 
requires a continuous effort of  localization on the part of humans (1995). He suggests 
that  any  interior  vibrates  with  the  demands  of  this  effort,  and  with  the  echo  of  the 
“founding  violence”  by  which  it  was  originally  wrested  from  a  spatial  and  temporal 
continuum,  which  is  subsequently  replayed  in  regular  rituals  that  celebrate  and  re‐
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localize the site. Others note that places are always charged with the meaning of having 
at  some  point  been  “secured  for me”  (Pratt  1984  in Manzo  2003:  55).  A  quote  from 
Heidegger ties this issue back to the general matter of interiority: “Raum means a space 
cleared or freed for settlement and lodging… namely within a boundary, Greek peras. A 
boundary  is  not  that  at  which  something  stops  but,  as  the  Greeks  recognized,  the 
boundary is that from which something begins its presencing. That is why the concept is 
that of horismos, that is, the horizon, the boundary. Space is in essence that for which 
room has been made, that which is let into its bounds” 154 
  What this section has hopefully achieved, is to ground the matters of inner social 
flow  and  outer  control,  and  the  relation between  interior  and  exterior more  firmly  in 
considerations of both human existence and the very nature of place. Thus suggesting a 
more universal set of needs satisfied by the experience of a hyggelig atmosphere, with a 
deeper ontological anchoring than what cultural analysis usually achieves. 
The appeal of hygge 
When looking at the atmosphere of hygge through the analytical lens of interiority, the 
aspects  that  stand  out  are  subjects´  orientations  to  each  other,  their  normative 
differentiation  from external  conditions and  the  effects of boundary mechanisms: The 
latter sacralize and singularize the inner sphere, acting as a membrane that guards but 
allows passage of elements  in either direction, while also acting as a horizon for those 
inside to peer out at the non‐homey world, and for strangers outside, a screen on which 
appear  glimpses  of  lives  that  unfold  in  a  site  to which  they  have  no  access.  The  site 
comes about through the spatial interiority e.g. of neighborhoods, gardens and homes, 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the  symbolic  interiority  e.g.  of  homemade  food  and  spontaneous  affordable 
arrangements,  the  social  interiority  of  other  people´s  presence,  and  the  temporal 
interiority of the pause.  
Hygge  itself  can  then  be  visualized  as  a  soft,  flow‐like  condition  of  elements 
merging, surrounded by a boundary that can harden into a shell, but much of the time 
acts like a membrane towards the surrounding world, that allows for passage but tries 
to  control what passes.  For most people  the boundary mechanisms will  go unnoticed, 
but not for those who try to access, or experience a normative pressure to remain in, a 
hyggelig  space  in which  other  participants  are more  similar  in  social  terms.  Then  the 
social sanctions that constitute the boundary mechanism are immediately felt.  
Hygge is characterized by looseness and inner flow, and the experience of being 
put  together  again  as  a  person,  achieving  the wholeness  that  the  surrounding  world 
repeatedly destroys. But these qualities play out mainly  in the small scale  face‐to‐face 
world of each occasion. Around hygge we see the workings of us‐them mechanisms that 
shy  social  difference  and  thus might  reproduce  distances  and  cleavages within  larger 
society, both at the level of friendships and families, and at the level of class and nation. 
The  latter refers to the somewhat self‐satisfied Danish notion of Danes being the only 
people in the world that understand the doing of hygge. 
  Regarding the benefits of hygge to the individual, it has been suggested here that 
these are not only a cultural matter of seeking personal wholeness  in a home‐centred 
Nordic context. At an ontological level, hygge is a basic human way of being there: A site 
for experiencing a gentle social flow that affords dwelling. A state of being‐in‐the‐world 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in which individuality, sociality and materiality have achived a temporary intersubjective 
balance  in their workings upon each other. Having access to a hyggelig  site provides a 
sense  of  enjoyment  that  concerns  not  merely  the  consumption‐related  dynamics  of 
social  distinction  that  accrue  to  homes,  but  is  anchored  in  a  more  fundamental 
existential awareness that the world resists the establishment of sites, yet this one has 
been cleared for us, and remains so through the efforts of localization. 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 intersubjectivity and prospection  in  family 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 is  the 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where 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Autonomy,  Intersubjectivity  and  Prospection  in 
Family Consumption 
Introduction 
This  article  looks  at  the  seeking  of  individual  autonomy  within  family  consumption, 
arguing  that  culturally  oriented  family  consumption  researchers  –  such  as  those 
addressing the field known as Consumer Cultural Theory (CCT) (Arnould and Thompson 
2005) –  should pay attention  to  the ways  that  family members  seek autonomy  in and 
through family consumption, and be attentive to the cultural values that set the stage 
for family members´ seeking of individuality.  
  This  work  departs  from  the  overall  research  question  of  how  we  should 
conceptualize  the  social  relations  of  the  family  dynamic,  and  the  influence  of  cultural 
context  upon  it,  in  a  way  relevant  for  the  study  of  family  consumption.  The  author 
contends  that  recent  CCT  family  research  fails  to  take  into  account  how  individual 
autonomy plays out  in  family consumption, the domains within which this occurs, and 
the  role  of  cultural  context  in  this  regard.  There  is  knowledge  to  be  gained  by 
recognizing  how  in  everyday  family  consumption,  individual  concerns  and 
representations  are  balanced  with  those  of  the  family  collective,  and  analyzing  this 
balancing  by  invoking  its  cultural  and  historical  context  (Askegaard  and  Linnet 
forthcoming). 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 More specifically the research question here is: What role does consumption play 
in  family members´  seeking of autonomy within  their everyday  family  life? The article 
points to a number of ways that autonomy plays out  in everyday family consumption. 
The  author  conceptualizes  family  consumption  as  an  intersubjective  condition,  and 
explores its prospective temporality as a new and promising site for the understanding 
of the social dynamics of family consumption. 
Perspectives on family consumption 
The  following  provides  an  overview  of  two  main  research  approaches  to  family 
consumption  that  originate  in  different  traditions  within  consumption  research  and 
social  science.  One  stream  is  focused  on  processes  and  outcomes  of  family  decision‐
making  (FDM)  around  purchases,  and  the  influents  and  strategies  that  characterize 
these. The other research stream is oriented towards cultural context, and investigates 
the  role  of  consumption  practices  in  intra‐family  relations,  as  well  as  the  normative 
resonance  between  family  values  and  –identities,  and  the  symbolic  aspects  of 
consumption. That stream will be traced within social science and within consumption 
research. 
  The review aims to characterize the field of family consumption research primarily 
in terms of different basic approaches to the analysis of social processes, relations and 
context.  It does not aim for an exhaustive summary of the field’s  findings, which have 
been reviewed elsewhere (e.g. Commuri and Gentry 2000). 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Family Decision­Making: Complexity in need of context 
Family  consumption  research  has  for  some  years  evolved  towards  looking  at  the 
processes of  interaction and negotiation behind family purchase decisions, rather than 
merely  being  interested  in  their  outcome  (Spiro  1983; Hamilton  2009).  By  including  a 
wider  range  of  social  actors  in  the  analysis,  the  field  has  advanced  towards 
comprehending  the  intricacies  of  family  life,  and  shed  some  outdated  assumptions 
about family decision‐making (FDM). It has been reoriented from focusing on decisions 
made by  individuals,  and  trying  to  locate  central  individual  deciders,  towards  focusing 
on  the  entire  family  unit  or  coalitions within  it  (Spiro  1983).  In  this  advance  towards 
recognizing  social  relations,  the  analytical  gaze  has  turned  to  the  couple  as  a 
consumption  unit,  and  parents´  communication  with  their  children  (Palan  and Wilkes 
1997;  Cotte  and Wood  2004;  Ekström  2007;  Hamilton  2009).  Adolescents,  teens  and 
tweens have also arisen as independent analytical foci (Beatty and Talpade 1994; Palan 
and Wilkes 1997). 
As children in the family have been included in the analysis, the field has evolved 
towards seeing intra‐familial relations as two‐way directions of influence, and not as the 
unidirectional channels for parental authority implied by earlier studies of individual or 
spousal  decision‐making.  Studies  of  consumer  socialization  now  look  at  both  how 
parents shape their children towards adult life as a consumer, but also at the converse 
principle  of  children  socializing  their  parents  to  new  developments  within  consumer 
culture (Ekström 2007). Several works document the considerable influence of children 
upon  some  purchase  decisions  (Foxman,  Tansuhaj  and  Ekström  1989;  Beatty  and 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Talpade  1994).  Studies  also  investigate  the  simultaneous  influence  of  parents  and 
siblings  upon  children  (Cotte  and  Wood  2004),  and  issues  in  everyday  life  that  are 
pressing  concerns  for  families  and  directly  influential  on  their  consumption,  such  as 
parental employment (Beatty and Talpade 1994). 
The  study  of  negotiations  among  spouses  or  parents  and  children,  their 
strategies and relative degrees of influence, is a well‐established perspective on modern 
family  consumption.  It  is  a  longstanding  observation  that  purchase  decisions  involve 
family members disagreeing, bargaining, accommodating to and even dominating each 
other  (Sheth  1974).  The  historical  tendency  is  often  observed  that  “responsibilities  of 
family  members  will  become  more  complex,  more  ambiguous  and  more  open  to 
dispute”  (Belch  and Willis  2002:  112).  Family  consumption  accordingly  changes  from 
command  authority  to  negotiation  as  the  basis  of  internal  relations,  “suggesting  a 
movement  toward  more  joint  decision  making”  (Belch  and  Willis  2002).  Pioneering 
studies  of  FDM  (Spiro  1983)  that  have  since  been  extended  (Palan  and Wilkes  1997) 
assert that FDM becomes more  joint  through  the more equal participation of  spouses 
and  a  growing  expectation  that  ideally,  both  involve  themselves  in  issues  that  were 
previously reserved for either men or women. 
Reading these works in  light of the topic for this article, two sides to joint FDM 
appear: On the one hand the  latter represents a movement towards closer interaction 
and  cooperation  among  family  members  around  consumption,  in  terms  of  a  shared 
involvement.  But  this  closeness  also  entails  negotiation  processes,  in  which  family 
members vie over symbolic and material territories, facing each other as self‐interested 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individuals.  The  individuality  of  family  members  does  not  necessarily  recede  just 
because  joint  decision‐making  is  taking  place.  As  studies  show,  it  is  exactly  by 
recognizing  and  accommodating  to  someone's  individual  desires  that  conflict  is  pre‐
empted  (Sheth  1974;  Hamilton  2009).  Any  given  purchase  decision  may  represent  a 
fusion of different agendas, but the parties to the arrangement still stand clearly defined 
as individuals. What has become known as joint decision making  in the FDM literature 
can thus also be understood as joint but individualized.  
In  line with the tracing of autonomy  in  family consumption research  it has also 
been  shown  that  in  order  to  balance  increased  time  pressure  with  expectations  for 
equal  influence,  families  increasingly  allot  individuals  with  decision‐making  authority 
around  some  product  categories,  such  as  durables  that  are  less  critical  in  terms  of 
investment, and designate categories that are more financially or symbolically sensitive 
as  areas  for  joint  decision‐making  (Belch  and  Willis  2002).  Demands  for  specialized 
knowledge offset the same tendency. When families purchase technologically complex 
goods individuals can influence the purchase if they are perceived as knowledgeable on 
the  matter  (Spiro  1983),  which  is  one  way  that  adolescents  gain  influence  on  the 
purchase  of  major  durables  (Beatty  and  Talpade  1994).  The  one  strategy  for  gaining 
individual  influence  that  holds  much  less  currency  today  than  in  traditional  family 
patterns,  is  what  Spiro  (1983)  refers  to  as  legitimate  influence;  the  authority  that  is 
openly and indisputably vested in an individuals´ ascribed status e.g. as being “the man 
of the house”. 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FDM  research  has  undergone  paradigmatic  shifts  in  which  the  family  unit  comes 
alive,  analytically,  as  a  vibrant  field  of  social  relations  and  strategies.  It  is  an 
epistemological  evolution  away  from  mapping  the  correlations  between  a  few 
predetermined  factors  of  family  consumption  towards  recognizing  its  historically 
constituted complexity; away from centralized authority towards more equality and the 
awarding of autonomy and influence to more family members.  
Yet  in spite of these steps towards acknowledging the real‐world complexity of 
family  life,  FDM  research  is  almost  totally  devoid  of  references  to  the  cultural  and 
historical context that influences family life. A few works on family consumption do pay 
attention to the conditions that set the stage for  family consumption processes. Belch 
and Willis observe that FDM negotiations  increase due to social change unfolding at a 
“frantic pace”, with more families experiencing divorce and reconstituting themselves as 
“blended“ (Belch and Willis 2002: 112). Concerning the growing analytical attention to 
children  in FDM analysis,  Foxman, Tansuhaj & Ekström also  invoke context when  they 
say  that  children's  influence  has  increased  due  to  demographic  changes,  with  both 
parents  working  full  time  and  encouraging  their  children’s  participation  because  the 
family  is  “time  poor”  (Foxman,  Tansuhaj  and  Ekström  1989).  Yet  such  contextual 
attention  is  rare.  Beatty  and  Talpade  (1994)  inform  us  that  adolescent  influence 
increases  due  to  parents  compensating  for  their  guilt  over  being  absent  from  home, 
with both working full time. Yet there is no attention to the cultural norms that precede 
such emotions. Guilt might not be an automatic consequence of decreased amount of 
time spent with one's  children,  if  not  for  the historical process of  children's wellbeing 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taking  centre  stage  in  the  consciousness  of  parents  and  society  as  such,  and  being 
associated  with  close  parental  contact.  We  have  to  look  to  anthropological  and 
sociological works for consistent attention to the impact of cultural and social processes 
upon family consumption patterns.  
Anthropology and sociology: Contextualizing family consumption 
Structures and values around  family  life are generally  subject  to  large variation across 
cultures, and within any society, with historical changes to its overall economical setup. 
Simmel observed  in  the early 20th  century  that  the  rise of monogamy appeared along 
with industrialism (Simmel 1998 (1895)).  
  Individual autonomy  is a social construction central  to modernity  (Bouchet 2007). 
In  the  post‐industrial  West,  the  construction  and  negotiation  of  individual  autonomy 
within  the  familial  framework  has  intensified. Modern  families  are  at  the  centre  of  a 
historical process by which, instead of having more children, they have increasingly used 
their  economic  resources  to  purchase  spheres  of  autonomy  for  individual  family 
members  within  the  larger  structure  of  the  nuclear  household  (Beresford  and  Rivlin 
1966).  
Economic policies may support the seeking of autonomy among family members 
by  providing  social  and  financial  support  for  individuals  beyond  assistance  from  their 
family, and thus protecting family members who decide or have to leave the household. 
With welfare provisions “the logic of individually designed lives was thus given a boost, 
and  ties  to  the  family were considerably  loosened” (Beck‐Gernsheim 1998: 58).  Today 
family members “piece together their own biographies” says Beck‐Gernsheim about the 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modern  family  that  she  calls  post‐familial  (ibid,  see  also  Howell  and Melhuus  2001). 
Within most romantic relationships lingers a sense of virtuality from the always present 
option  of  breaking  up  and  re‐structuring  the  household,  to move  towards  alternative 
futures and achieve another possible “me”.  
Parallel  to  this  development,  authority  has  become  more  evenly  distributed 
within the family, and is negotiated and contested on an everyday basis, as the children 
have  taken  over  the  position  as  the  symbolic  center  whose  will  and/or  well  being  is 
primary (Miller 1998), which have in earlier times belonged to God or the father of the 
house,  both  today  dethroned  through  secularization,  feminism  and  the  ethos  of 
romantic love. Families are no longer unified in a person who can claim to be the owner 
of the family, and speak for it.  
Nor  is it  in everyday life clear what “family” means: Increasingly “each member 
has their own definition of who belongs to the family” (Beck‐Gernsheim 1998: 65), with 
ex‐spouses that don’t  include each other, and children who  include both. The equality 
and  flexibility  that  comes  with  modern  family  life  entails  intense  processes  of 
negotiation, and that is the theme that runs through modern family life:  
“More and more coordination  is needed to hold together biographies that tend 
to  pull  apart  from  one  another…More  and  more  things  must  be  negotiated, 
planned,  personally  brought  about.  And  not  least  in  importance  is  the  way  in 
which  questions  of  resource  distribution,  of  fairness  between members  of  the 
family,  have  come  to  the  fore. Which  burdens  should  be  allocated  to  whom? 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Who should bear which costs? Which claims have priority? Whose wishes have to 
wait?” (Beck‐Gernsheim 1998: 59).  
Thus a central context for understanding the consumption practices of modern families 
is represented by conditions and processes of negotiation, heterogeneity and the longue 
duree towards increased individual autonomy.  
The striving for and everyday negotiation of  individual autonomy among family 
members does not mean that people have become less committed to the concept of the 
family  –  indeed  the  contrary.  As  we  have  to  a  large  extent  moved  beyond  the 
obligations  of  solidarity  that  characterized  the  preindustrial  family  in  a  patriarchal 
community, love and affection have appeared (and maybe to some extent remained) as 
absolutely  central  cultural  expectations  and  practices  regarding  the  bonds  between 
individual and  family.  Love, as  demonstrated  through care,  is essential  to  our  cultural 
category of what a family is, together with the observance of daily rituals of family life, 
and when possible also the semantic “blood” bond of genetic relatedness. Adding to a 
strong  normativity  of  familial  love  and  caring  the  burden  of work  duties, middle‐class 
parents  today  are  under  pressure  both  from  the  absence  of  legitimate  parental 
authority  and  the  strong  cultural  expectation  of  setting  aside  quality  time  for  familial 
togetherness (Martens, Southerton and Scott 2004), both of which have been increasing 
tendencies  since  the  birth  of  the  home‐oriented  bourgeois  family  in  the  18th  century 
(Frykman and Löfgren 1987; Löfgren 1987). 
As a result of this simultaneous  individualization and sacralization of family life, 
family consumption practices are infused simultaneously with strong ideals about being 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a responsible and caring parent, and with the intra‐familial negotiation of autonomy and 
mutual  positioning  as  individuals  vis‐à‐vis  each  other.  Acts  of  consumption  and  the 
goods themselves become essential resources for parents who strive to cordon off some 
time and space for themselves. Women “use magazines to carve out alternative spaces 
that act as a break and a buffer from the typical restraints of home” (Stevens, Maclaran 
and Catterall 2007: 236) while some men have their garages and sheds, find privacy in 
cars or projects of restoring and rebuilding a country cottage, as has been described in 
research on Norwegian families (Gullestad 1992; Klepp 1993).  
As part of the dialogue with other perspectives on family consumption that this 
article  hopes  to  achieve,  one  could  ask  whether  the  modern  family  has  really  been 
fundamentally altered from its traditional ways. Evertsson and Nyman (2008) call  it an 
analytical “myth” that modern  families negotiate everything. They report that there  is 
no open negotiation among Swedish spouses, as this  is  forestalled by their subscribing 
to a principle of complementarity, whereby ideally each spouse takes on different tasks 
within the household according to what he or she  is  interested  in and attentive to, as 
informants present it. This discourse of individualist complementarity has effectively de‐
gendered  the  issue  of  how much  spouses  decide  and  contribute,  as  any  (im)balance 
among  spouses  can  be  construed  as  compatible with  gender  equality,  if  presented  as 
the expression of individual dispositions and interests. Hereby some areas of traditional 
gender inequality survive, couched by a modern discourse of individualization. The same 
principle of complementarity might apply to the distribution of decision‐making within 
families.  As  documented  by  several  works  of  FDM  research,  many  categories  of 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decisions  are  still  dominated  by  one  spouse,  while  shared  involvement  is  mainly 
reserved for major durables. Family members explain this by appealing to the notion of 
individual  interest  and  expertise  and  the  need  to  save  time  by  distributing  purchase 
activities  (Doyle and Hutchinson 1973; Sheth 1974; Spiro 1983; Foxman, Tansuhaj and 
Ekström 1989; Beatty and Talpade 1994; Palan and Wilkes 1997; Belch and Willis 2002).  
We  may  see  such  continuity  of  gender  patterns,  reproduced  through  the 
principle of complementarity‐within‐equality, in the enduring tendency for some Danish 
women  to  mastermind  their  male  partner’s  purchase  of  clothing  (Jensen  2002).  Like 
Nyman,  Jensen questions whether  families have changed as  fundamentally as  is often 
stated.  
These considerations all point  to  the  fact  that  the process of  families  changing 
towards more equal relations  is more complex than  it might seem, and takes place at 
multiple  levels, with dynamics  like  individualization offsetting discursive dynamics that 
might increase the level of subjective equality felt, but counteract the establishment of 
objective equal opportunity and burden. 
What  this  discussion  also  points  to  is  that  equality  does  not  necessary  entail 
open negotiation,  let alone conflict. Hamilton (2009) argues against  the view  in much 
FDM  literature  that  conflict  is  inherent  to  family  consumption,  as  she  largely  finds 
conflict to be absent. She observes how parents pre‐empt open conflicts with children, 
and  their  own  subsequent  experience  of  guilt,  e.g.  by yielding  to  children's  demands. 
Hamilton does not engage with the question however, of whether a pre‐empted conflict 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should be seen as absent, or rather as present but in a defused form, embedded within 
a continuous flow of family interactions and exchanges. 
Miller  shows  that  consumption  negotiations  between  family  members  are 
common, but should not be understood necessarily as a threat to family cohesion. For 
middle‐class parents who  focus on  the  teaching  of  restraint  in  consumer  socialization, 
contradicting  children´s  requests  is  a  way  to  demonstrate  caring,  and  can  thus  be  a 
medium for constructing its cohesion (Miller 1998: 21).  
  Some  analytical  perspectives  on  family  consumption  are  likely  to  be  particularly 
relevant  under  certain  cultural  conditions,  while  rendered  irrelevant  under  others. 
Parental  dual‐income  status  and  high  economic  equality  within marriages  are  factors 
conducive  to  high  influence  for  both  wives  and  adolescents  (Spiro  1983;  Beatty  and 
Talpade 1994). These conditions are more prevalent in Nordic culture than many other 
societies  (Gullestad  1992).  The  egalitarian  values  of  Nordic  family  life  probably  also 
dispose families towards developing environments in which children are encouraged to 
develop their own ideas (Gullestad and Segalen 1997; Ekström 2007), by some referred 
to as  “concept‐oriented”. These generally  socialize adolescents  to greater  influence  in 
family purchasing decisions than more authoritarian families (Palan and Wilkes 1997). 
Social  science  confirms  the  centrality  of  individual  autonomy  to  family 
consumption  that  is  implied  by  much  research  into  FDM,  but  also  an  awareness  of 
cultural context. The issue of reconciling individual autonomy with family cohesion may 
not  be  relevant  in  some  non‐Western  contexts,  where  the  formation  of  self  is  more 
attuned to situational shifts (Geertz 1984), or a general experience of one‐ness with the 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collective,  as  in  the  “aggregate  extended  self”  (Geertz  1984;  Belk  2010).  But  in  other 
cultures,  different  schemes  and  themes  will  confer  meaning  upon  and  create  social 
bonds  and  tensions  within  family  dynamics.  Thus  family  consumption  analysis  will 
always gain explanatory power by attending to the influence of cultural context. 
As  this  article  will  present  empirical  evidence  of  autonomy  being  a  central 
cultural  value  to  family  consumption,  the  author  would  like  to  present  a  caveat:  His 
informants  may  indeed  be  driven  to  emphasize  individual  autonomy,  and  present 
themselves as more diverse and independent than they actually are, while suppressing 
the extent to which they share values and symbolic representations. 
What these considerations amount to is basically how important it is, that we are 
sensitive  to  the  influence  of  cultural  context  upon  the  way  that  families  discursively 
frame  issue of  family consumption, and the values that they attribute to  family  life as 
such.  In  a  particular  cultural  constellation,  certain  phenomena  are  foregrounded  and 
others are muted. Whether the underlying normativity behind our informants´ accounts 
of consumption is one of equality, unity, piety or legitimate authority, they are likely to 
portray their consumption as expressive of a relationship that is in sync with prevailing 
cultural  values. We should  challenge both  their  interpretations and  our own, whether 
that  means  paying  closer  attention  to  signs  of  conflict  or  interdependence,  or  for 
mechanisms that maintain a realm of the undiscussed. 
Culturally Oriented Family Consumption Research 
The body of  research  that analyzes symbolic dynamics of  family  consumption,  such as 
that  of  the  Consumer  Culture  Theory  field  (CCT)  (Arnould  and  Thompson  2005),  has 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brought  us  beyond understanding  the  family  as  a  buying  central,  by  investigating  the 
market‐mediated construction of  the  family,  and  showing  that  family members  create 
an  experience  of  being  joined  in  a  sacred  bond  by  distancing  themselves  from  the 
market, and guarding the boundary between market and home. Family members pass 
on and receive inherited objects because these carry notions of the family's identity and 
history, and they experience strong qualms if  it becomes necessary to let these objects 
cross the boundary between home and the exterior of the market, passing into the hand 
of  strangers. They go  to great  lengths to avoid  the profanization of  these objects  that 
incur  if  they  are  subject  to  monetary  exchange,  since  the  acceptance  of  money 
effectively rids them of their sacred aura (Price, Arnould and Curasi 2000; Curasi, Price 
and Arnould 2004). Similar mechanisms of symbolic guarding and translation happen as 
mass  produced  objects  enter  family  consumption,  as  in  the  normative  elevation  of 
homemade food above mass produced (Wallendorf and Arnould 1991; Moisio, Arnould 
and Price 2004).  
  In  a  few  cases,  CCT  family  research  has  demonstrated  that  consumption  is  an 
arena for the seeking of  individual autonomy, hereby resonating with  investigations of 
the  latter  in  FDM  literature  and  certain  strands  of  social  science.  For  example,  family 
members  have  been  shown  to  rebel  against  each  other  by  constructing  their  own 
household systems of branded goods (Coupland, Iacobucci and Arnould 2005).  
A few works within CCT also demonstrate, through attention to cultural context, 
that  consumption  practices  which  are  central  to  family  life  in  some  cultures,  are 
irrelevant in others. For example, gift giving is not practiced within Hong Kong Chinese 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families  due  to  cultural  perceptions  of  interdependence,  hierarchy  and  selfhood  by 
which  the  intra‐family  gift  constitutes  a  problematic  assertion  of  individual  autonomy 
(Joy, Mick and Arnould 2001). 
Recent  CCT  family  research  has  contributed  to  consumption  research  by 
refocusing the analytical gaze from individual decision‐making to group subjectivity (Epp 
and  Price  2008;  Epp  and  Price  2009).  These  works  are  highly  attentive  to  symbolic 
mechanisms of boundary establishment and control within families, arguing that family 
members are strongly concerned with the identity issue of who they are as a family unit, 
and the subjective sense of having a “family character” that makes them different from 
other  families.  Families  enact  this  shared  identity  through  practices  of  everyday 
consumption  and  ownership  of  inalienable  objects,  and  everyday  interactions  and 
activities.  Inside  the  family,  coalitions  between  parents  and/or  siblings  also  construct 
and  enact  identities  through  the  shared  consumption  of  goods  and  experiences  (Epp 
and  Price  2008;  Epp  and  Price  2009;  Belk  2010).  Within  family  boundaries,  the 
biographies of objects and the narratives of families are related in networks of symbolic 
meanings,  in  which  objects  have  a  participatory  role  in  family  identity  enactments. 
Through  such  perspectives  the  authors  have  nuanced  main  concepts  within 
consumption  research  while  applying  them  to  family  consumption,  such  as  object 
biography, and provided a detailed analysis of how specific objects are moved in and out 
of  the  physical  quarters  for  family  gatherings,  thereby  in  and  out  of  active  symbolic 
service  (Epp  and  Price  2009).  Various  individual,  coalitional  and  familial  consumption 
practices are conceptualized as forms of communicating identity, the interplay of which 
 Manusc r i pt  4 : Autonomy, Intersubjectivity and Prospection in Family Consumption 
228 
 
works towards the overriding goal of the entire family: Maintaining and communicating 
its  collective  identity.  This  approach  has  contributed  to  developing  analytical 
perspectives,  that  can  deal with  the whole  family  as  a  unit  of  analysis  (Commuri  and 
Gentry 2000). 
As regards the family unit, it has been argued that family members are bound to 
each other not only by the above mentioned sense of identity, but as a supra‐individual 
entity,  an aggregate extended self merged  in  the communal  sharing of  resources with 
little display of selfish behavior or regard for individual needs (Belk 2010).  
Culturally oriented family consumption research comprehensively demonstrates 
that  consumption  and  ownership  are  involved  in  the  practice  of  caring  for  family 
members,  and  in  constructing  family  cohesion  and  unity,  counteracting  tendencies 
towards  fragmentation and profanization.  The  concept  of  family  identity has widened 
our range of analytical perspectives on family consumption by uncovering symbolic and 
emotional dynamics that contrast with the  large mass of previous family consumption 
studies, which showed family members negotiating over purchase decisions and trying 
to influence each other. However, the shift towards an identity‐centered paradigm also 
means  that  a  chasm exists  between  two different  approaches  to  family  consumption, 
and that insights from much previous research do not inform current work, since recent 
research on family caring, sharing and  identity enactment does not resonate well with 
the  body  of  works  that  evidence  the  seeking  of  individual  autonomy  within  family 
consumption. 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This article argues that attention to the consumer culture of family life does not 
preclude, and  should  in  fact  involve, analytical attention  to  the dynamics of  individual 
autonomy and their  influence upon within family consumption. The  implication  is  that 
within  culturally oriented  family  consumption  research,  the  identity‐focused approach 
should  be  supplemented  with  what  is  offered  here:  An  analysis  of  the  culturally 
informed ways that individual autonomy plays out within family consumption.  
Methodology 
This  article  is  based  on  two  years  of  ethnographic  research  among  four Danish  upper 
middle‐class families in Copenhagen, Denmark. The recruitment took place through a 9th 
grade  school  class  where  pupils  were  given  diaries  to  describe  the  structure  and 
everyday life of their family. Families with more than one child were chosen in order to 
have  a  sibling  dynamic  present,  and  families  of  recent‐generation  immigrant  descent 
were avoided so as not to introduce the added analytical complexity of that parameter. 
Even  though  the  recruitment  loosely  aimed  for  “mainstream”  families  based  on 
heterosexual  biological  parenthood,  the  households  contained  many  of  the  factors 
emblematic of modern complex  family  life,  such as adopted children,  relations among 
step‐parents,  ‐children and  ‐siblings,  and various post‐divorce economic arrangements 
in which past and present household constellations overlapped. 
Visits  to  the  field were  usually  3‐4  hours  long with  both  structured  interviews 
and  some  informal  conversations  recorded,  which  yielded  30  hours  of  recorded 
material,  plus  notes  from  additional  informal  conversations.  Most  interviews  were 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group  interviews  with  constellations  of  family  members  that  would  shift  during  the 
interview,  as  different  family  members  would  join  the  conversation  and  leave  again. 
Parents were also interviewed individually at their work place and during their shopping 
of provisions on the way home from work, during which the author accompanied them. 
There were  several  encounters with  each  family  and with  individual  family members, 
who  were  interviewed  through  both  informal  conversation  and  a  semi‐structured 
interview guide  that evolved with  ongoing  data  collection.  Some  interviews were also 
carried out with neighbors of one family. No financial incentives were involved. 
  Besides  interviews  the  data  collection  also  involved  taking  photos  and  video 
recordings as people were  interviewed  in  their  cars or when showing  their house and 
telling  stories  about  their  favorite  possessions.  Specific  techniques  were  also  used 
during  interviews  that  probed  family  members´  knowledge  of  each  other´  brand 
attachments, and stimulated discussions on this issue.  
  The  author  got  to  do  some  “hanging  out” with  informants  over  dinner  in  their 
homes, at work and during shopping, even if the ratio of  interview data to participant‐
observation  in this project  is not what social anthropologists would traditionally see as 
the  ideal of deep  immersion  in the field. This  is  a common condition for ethnographic 
fieldwork  in  domestic  environments  in  Scandinavia, where  the  privacy  of  the  home  is 
held  in high  regard, and the ethnographer easily comes to feel and be experienced as 
intrusive (Garvey 2001). This obstacle  is especially strong among target groups such as 
these  busy  upper middle‐class  families, where  parents  return  home  from work  at  5‐6 
pm and start to look tired at 9 pm, teenagers constantly leave and return for sports, jobs 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or being with friends, and appointments booked weeks in advance were often cancelled, 
due  to  illness  or  work  commitments,  to  be  rescheduled  for  several  weeks  later. 
Encounters  with  such  informants  often  become  a  matter  of  “appointment 
anthropology”,  characterized by  the  fact that  the ethnographer does not  live with  the 
family,  but  visits  them.  During  such  occasions  family  members  clearly  expect  to 
encounter a professional researcher in action, and not a person who tries to blend in to 
the  environment  in  the  hope  of  “deep  hanging  out”.  The  general  attention  to  one's 
presence contributed to the sense of awkwardness that this author often felt regarding 
the  ethnographic  approach  –  a  sense  much  stronger  than  in  his  previous  long‐term 
fieldwork, which took place in Latvia and was not focused on the home. 
The  four  families  will  be  referred  to  here  as  the  Jensens,  the  Nielsens,  the 
Petersens and the Andersens. 
Family voices and interactions 
The  data  collected  in  this  research  show numerous  instances  of  family members who 
seek,  through  various  consumption  practices,  to  realize  individual  autonomy  for 
themselves  or  other  family  members.  The  first  part  of  the  following  presents  these 
empirical  findings,  and  the  analysis  of  autonomy  stays  close  to  the  emic  level.  The 
discussion  that  ensues  is  more  theoretical  and  less  interspersed  with  findings. 
Intersubjectivity  is  suggested as a  conceptualization  of  these  social dynamics,  and  the 
author points to prospective temporality as a promising site, until now unexplored, for 
further  empirical  and  analytical  work  on  family  consumption.  The  last  section  is  a 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discussion of theoretical and analytical  implications for the field of family consumption 
research. 
Purchasing individual autonomy 
Two  examples  where  consumer  goods  facilitate  individual  autonomy  concern  the 
purchase  of  vehicles,  in  which  the  father  of  the  family  creates  a  space  for  himself 
through the role he plays in those purchases.  
Acquiring a gendered space 
At  the  Petersens,  the  father  Victor  is  a  policeman,  and  as  he  proudly  explains,  a 
fingerprints expert. He turned fifty two years ago, which he says was no fun at all. He is 
a conservative, he tells me, who grew up  in solid affluent neighborhoods. He makes a 
middle‐class salary that is decent but low compared to his wife Lone, who is the CEO of 
a company that produces designer‐glasses, and who makes four or five times as much.  
Victor has three children. Their mother died from heart disease 5 years ago, and 
then he met  Lone who has no children. He  describes her as a  “savior”. When he and 
Lone met and quickly moved  in  together, Victor’s  life had  to  some extent  fallen apart 
economically. Building a life with Lone picked up the pieces. This included leaving most 
of his belongings behind,  since Lone due  to her  high earnings as a CEO, and  inherited 
antiques from her family, possessed or was able to acquire a range of furniture suitable 
for  a  well  to  do  couple  in  their  age.  Victor  left  behind  “a  huge  Indonesian  sofa with 
carved lion feet, and it was actually very comfortable, I miss that I must admit”, which 
design‐wise  sounds  like a  far  cry  from  the  light pure  look of Danish modernist design, 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that  the Petersens  inhabit  today. Victor often  justifies his economic  status  in  terms of 
the dignity of his profession and the fact, which he strongly underlines, that while Lone 
may  have  paid  for  several  of  their  new  possessions,  the  shared  decision  to  purchase 
them  makes  him  just  as  much  the  owner.  He  very  much  appreciates  the  modern 
paintings  that  they  recently bought, each at around 40.000 DKK  (6500 $). He  is proud 
and satisfied to call this home his own. 
Victor  used  to  do  a  lot  of  karate  and  has  the  black  belt,  but  then  he  suffered 
some physical damages and stopped. He plays golf now. He also plays computer games, 
with his son or alone at night, which Lone loudly deplores.  
Victor used to be a biker. He  loved riding motorbikes when he was young, and 
was part of a motorcycle club but withdrew when the other riders started flirting with 
the  outlaw  parts  of  that  culture.  When  I  ask  him  at  the  beginning  of  the  fieldwork 
whether  he  is  considering  any major  purchases  or  has  any  dreams  in  this  regard,  he 
fetches  a  small  laminated  poster  of  an  old  Kawasaki motorbike,  and  tells me  that  he 
used to ride this bike years ago, and boy would he  like to do that again. Which  is not 
unrealistic, they sell for cheap, the question is more is it still fun, and will his body bear 
it.  
Then  there  is  the  question  of  the  car.  Today  he  drives  a  VW Golf,  an  entirely 
respectable and sensible choice for a middle‐class person, although this one is 15 years 
old. His most highly desired car is an Alfa Romeo 159, the purchase of which would set 
him back  at  least  400.000 DKK,  he  says  (around  70.000  $).  This  he  cannot  afford. He 
then explains the different reasons why, functionally and in relation to his actual needs, 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the Golf  is  a perfectly adequate car,  and  the Alfa anyway would  just get  scratched by 
some  envious  guy with  a  key,  and what would  he  do with  a  car  where  if  a  stoplight 
breaks, you pay like 8000 DKK for a new one (1300 $). 
Two years after fieldwork began, after an absence from the field due to studies 
abroad, I meet Victor at his work place. He has a new car. Not the Alfa, but an almost 
new Skoda. Victor seems content. As we drive to their apartment, he explains how you 
don't get much more value for money in terms of functionality than this modern, safe, 
roomy car. He parks  it and says “but  I have something more to show you”. He beams 
with pride as he points to – the Kawasaki. He had to do it. When he renounced upon his 
Alfa dreams and bought the Skoda, he also bought the old Kawasaki. He had to see  if 
riding a motorbike was still fun “and I tell you, it is. So this is not the end of that”. We go 
up  into  the  apartment  and  sit  down  for  coffee  with  Lone.  He  tells  me  while  she  is 
listening,  in his  loud voice, how great  it  is  to ride the motorbike again – and that he´ll 
soon  sell  the  Kawasaki  to  buy  a  newer,  more  expensive  bike.  Lone  frownes.  This  is 
clearly not something she agrees to.  
Victor represents to me a consumer whose quite conservative values in terms of 
gender role are under pressure  in relation to his wife, due to social class aspects. The 
general  issue  of  age  also  plays  in.  The  shared  spousal  acquiring  of  common  property 
clearly symbolizes their establishment of a new household, and offers a level of material 
wellbeing and  style  that he desires.  Still  it  also  intimidates him,  in  terms  of  individual 
economic  status,  and  forces  him  to  make  compromises  that  sacrifice  his  masculine 
values e.g. in buying the car. He compensates for that by prioritizing his scarce individual 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means  towards  the motorbike  that offers a  physical experience and a  set of  symbolic 
values,  by  which  he  asserts  an  individual  space.  The  tense  mood  of  the  interview 
situation where this is discussed with his wife, which also appeared in other situations, 
shows that Victor is establishing and defending his own priorities in terms of how he will 
use his money, and which desires he will prioritize. He does so at an individual level but 
in direct  reaction  to  the  larger pattern of household  consumption. Through purchases 
Victor navigates between his need to hold on to a part of who he was, and his desire to 
be not autonomous, but part of a couple who also construct and celebrate themselves 
through consumption. 
Holding on to one's comfort zone 
The following case displays similar  issues  in a  less confrontational setting. The Jensens 
are a family of five: The father John is a judge, and the mother Anne is a journalist. They 
have a son aged 17 and two daughters aged 15 and 13, all adopted from Korea at infant 
age.  They  had  a  Volvo  240  for many  years, which  the  father  in  particular  remembers 
with nostalgia. The family drove  it until  it was old and broke down, at which time the 
mother instigated that they buy a new one, a Ford Galaxy that the father dislikes. 
As the Jensens evoke the Volvo they owned  in the past,  John does most of the 
talking. His wife and daughters are  laughing and commenting along, conveying a  long‐
term familiarity with the experiences and judgments related by John. He describes the 
car  as  “held  together  by  gaffer´s  tape”  towards  the  end  of  its  life.  Yet  he  praises  the 
Volvo brand for its down‐to‐earth integrity and honesty as Swedish, clean, safe, serious, 
orderly and somewhat boring. “You can trust a Volvo owner, they're good people,” he 
 Manusc r i pt  4 : Autonomy, Intersubjectivity and Prospection in Family Consumption 
236 
 
says in a joking manner. He relates how his friends would tell him “you can't drive a car 
like  that,  you're  a  judge!”  But  clearly  that  was  the  point.  John  enjoyed  the  social 
significance of the contrast between the car, with its respected brand but battered look, 
and the high social status and authority conferred upon John due to his occupation as a 
judge.  
Finally the Volvo broke down, and spectacularly so, by catching fire and burning 
up. For the Jensens this does not seem to detract from its brand image as a secure car. 
Rather  the  fire may at  some  level  testify  to  the passion of  their,  and especially  John´s 
commitment  to  the  car,  which  led  them  to  drive  it  to  the  point  where  even  a  Volvo 
would self‐annihilate.  
John  now wanted  to  buy  another  Volvo.  But  apart  from  John,  the  rest  of  the 
family had not particularly enjoyed the Volvo, especially towards the end of  its  life. So 
Anne  took  charge  and  did  the  researching  for  the  new  car.  She  says,  “I  have  a 
completely different relationship to this than John does. I care about the practicalities, 
and we have  three  teenage children and a dog”. After Anne grew  tired  looking at big 
family cars “that all look the same”, they finally bought a large, brand new Ford Galaxy 
with swiveling seats and room for seven people. 
John  is  not  keen  on  the  Ford.  In  terms  of  space  and  functionality  it  has 
everything  the  Volvo  lacked,  while  it  lacks  the  brand  image  and  decommodified 
presence that gave the Volvo  its charm. But as his daughter says “I basically think the 
Ford is much more comfortable. In the Volvo only the driver was sitting well” she says, 
scoffing  slightly  at  her  father,  who  was  usually  the  driver  in  question.  Anne  adds  “I 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mean, I was sitting in that Volvo with the dog in my lap! But John, he thought it was a 
pity  to  choose  the car according  to  the dog”.  “Yes  I did,” mutters  John with a broody 
look that makes everyone laugh.  
This  case  shows  how  the  seeking  of  individual  autonomy  within  family 
consumption is not just a case of actively purchasing something. It also involves holding 
on to existing goods, such as the Volvo. The father resists the disposal of the old car, and 
for years prevents  the  instigation of a new purchase, because  losing  the Volvo means 
letting go of a material space of physical comforts and bodily habits that he is connected 
to.  It  also means doing away with a space of  symbolic brand meanings  that act as his 
individual  extended  self  (Belk  1988),  providing  a  certain  ruggedness  that  offsets  his 
lifestyle  as  a  family  father  and  hardworking  civil  servant.  The  space  he  claims  and 
defends  through  consumption  and  ownership  is  both  symbolic  and  material  –  and 
clearly individual. 
Purchasing independence for children 
The  empirical material  presented  here  shows  that  individual  autonomy  is  sought  not 
only for oneself, but also on behalf of other family members. It is a clear pattern in my 
data that parents increasingly award autonomy to their children, as they grow older, by 
purchasing  them  a  world  that  is  to  some  extent  their  own.  One  example  is  the  re‐
building of houses or apartments to accommodate all children with a room of their own. 
In several families this had been a project undertaken previously. The children proudly 
show me their private rooms with their favorite possessions. At the Andersens a father 
opens one door, makes a sweeping gesture towards the color of the curtains and says 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“this is very much a Lisa‐room”. The mother says, “this is where Lisa plays”, but 11‐year‐
old  Lisa  protests,  “I  don’t  play  here!”  The mother  answers:  “Well  sometimes  you  do, 
right?” and Lisa sets things straight: “I live here!” 
Another example concerns the consumption of education; namely the efterskole 
(“afterschool”) which is a type of boarding school that many Danish youngsters (around 
27.000 a year) attend  in  the  last  year or  two of primary  school, when  they are  15‐16 
years  old,  before  most  proceed  to  secondary  education.  The  cost  is  adjusted  after 
parents´ income but for these families it  is considerable at around 5000 DKK pr month 
(900 $), and this in a welfare state context where tuition at all levels is usually free.  
At efterskole the pupils take the mandatory exams to finish primary school, and 
furthermore  engage  in  an  intense  social  life  with  other  young  people.  Many  schools 
specialize in pursuits such as sports, music, drama, crafts, hiking etc. In three of the four 
families  I  researched, teenage children were about to enter efterskole. The motivation 
of the parents, besides getting their teen out of the house, was to socialize him or her 
towards  becoming  a  both  sociable  and  independent  adult.  Especially  concerning  the 
teenage  boys,  several  of  whom  were  seen  as  somewhat  silent  and  withdrawn,  the 
school is a way to “open up” as the parents say.  
The Andersens have three daughters. The mother says about her oldest daughter 
going to efterskole: “It is a question of her getting out to do some things herself. Make 
her own kind of  friends”. While many of  the daughter’s  class mates are also going  to 
attend efterskole, the mother is adamant that her daughter should go to one where she 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does  not  know  any  other  students,  “to  come  out  socially  competent”  as  the mother 
says. 
At  the  Petersens  the  husband has  two  18  year  old  daughters  from a  previous 
marriage. They are identical twins and very close. The parents accordingly sent them to 
different schools with the specific purpose that they should learn to be sociable without 
each  other.  In  this  regard  their  father  expands  upon  the  theme of  independence  and 
says  “I  always  approved  of  them  having  boyfriends,  so  that  they  wouldn’t  become 
nerds.  It's  a  shame  not  sharing  life  with  someone,  not  having  children”.  He  remarks 
upon the fortune it cost him when after the efterskole, both girls had found boyfriends 
in other parts of the country, and he had to sponsor the long train rides.  
The children  themselves appreciate  the efterskole  for  the chance  to  “get away 
from here  for  a while”  and  “try  something  new”,  and  for  the  chance  to  nurture  their 
particular  interests. While they are often a bit nervous in the beginning,  it  is clear that 
after a  few weeks at the school,  this  little world completely absorbs them. When I ask 
the  parents  how  things  are  going,  they  report  back  on  their  child’s  enthusiasm  with 
words like “she doesn’t want to come home at all” in a voice that is highly satisfied, and 
maybe just a bit overwhelmed at the speed with which their son or daughter has exited 
the domestic realm. 
The case of the efterskole concerns the consumption of educational services that 
socialize children towards being independent, integrated grownups. Also in the case of 
providing  children  with  their  own  room,  the  privacy  that  is  purchased  is  seen  as  a 
valuable means of socialization, and a culturally acknowledged right of the child. These 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cases  show  that  the  construction  of  individual  autonomy  can  be  a  primary  goal  that 
families are directly oriented towards, and realize through consumption practices. 
Adolescent independence and family dinners 
In  these  families,  gathering  around  the  dinner  table  is  a  central  occasion  for  family 
members who  otherwise  don’t  get  to  see  each  other much,  as  it  is  in many  families 
(Thompson, Locander and Pollio 1990; Belk 2010). For the parents in particular, it  is an 
occasion to hear what happens in the lives of their children, socialize the younger ones 
to a healthy diet and table manners, and the older ones to the imperative of spending 
time  with  ones  family  even  if  TV  or  computer  games  seem  more  appealing.  Most 
parents I talked to emphasized the value they saw in everybody getting together for at 
least the half hour  it  took to eat dinner, and when  I  took part  in their dinners myself, 
parental authority was exercised  in order to keep their children from leaving the table 
too soon.  
Also in these families the serving of homemade food seemed a central aspect of 
being a family, much in line with the emotional appreciation of food symbolism that we 
know from previous family research (Wallendorf and Arnould 1991; Moisio, Arnould and 
Price 2004; Belk 2010). Yet while the sacred status of the family dinner might lead us to 
expect otherwise,  in all  families the perceived necessity of adolescent autonomy  let to 
the progressive erosion of that principle. Older children were no longer expected to be 
present  at  the  dinner  table,  as  they  were  off  to  do  sports  or  have  dinner  in  the 
household  of  a  boy‐  or  girlfriend.  There  would  be  leftovers  waiting  for  them  upon 
return, or they would help themselves to quick readymade solutions such as pizza from 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the fridge. The symbolic contrast between this mode of eating and the usual pattern of 
family dinner gatherings will be  further appreciated when one keeps  in mind  that  the 
use by families of commercially readymade dinners is much less widespread in a Danish 
cultural context, and of a more recent origin, than in e.g. North America.  
Adjusting  family  dinner  practices  and  purchasing  food  that  fits  the  new 
arrangement  are  measures  that  facilitate  a  process  towards  increased  adolescent 
autonomy. We  have  seen  a  range  of  examples  of  families  purchasing  specific  goods, 
experiences  or  services  that  have  the  direct  present  benefit  or  future  aim of  bringing 
about individual autonomy for one or more family members. In all these cases families 
can  be  said  to  consume  individuality,  which  aligns  with  the  analysis  that  modern 
households  increasingly  devote  their  resources  to  purchase  autonomy (Beresford  and 
Rivlin 1966). 
Expectations of autonomy 
While  some  specific  purchases  have  the  direct  goal  of  bringing  about  a  state  of 
individual  autonomy,  in  other  cases  the  notion  of  individual  autonomy  appears  in  a 
more  indirect manner,  which  also  confers meaning  upon  family  consumption.  Family 
members may be aware that undesired forms of autonomy can arise, such as those that 
follow a divorce. Anticipating  those conditions give meaning  to  consumption practices 
by  reducing  the  harm  that  will  follow  e.g.  from  a  divorce.  An  example  concerns  the 
Nielsens  who  have  agreed  that  when  one  of  them  desires  pricy  durables  such  as 
designer  furniture,  and  the  other  does  not  offer  to  contribute,  this  implies  that  the 
instigator will spend his or her own money. While this arrangement in principle goes for 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both spouses, both of whom hold very well paid  jobs,  in practice  it chiefly amounts to 
the father on his own account buying works of art or furniture, or filling a cabinet with 
bottles  of  aged  single  malt  whisky  when  the  right  offer  comes  up. While  the  couple 
profess  to  have  no  problems  in  their  relationship,  and  certainly  seem  to  enjoy 
themselves,  this  arrangement  also  anticipates  a  possible  future  breakup,  in  case  of 
which it is understood that purchases e.g. of furniture will belong to the original buyer.   
This  case  shows  how  some  purchases  derive  meaning  from  the  condition  of 
individual  autonomy,  not  because  they  aim  at  bringing  it  about,  but  because  they 
accommodate it, if it should arise.  
Not only individuals anticipate a future increase in their independence, but also 
coalitions such as the couple. The Petersens tell me about their plans for moving out of 
the apartment and buying a house, when their  two oldest children will soon have  left 
the nest. Their vision is one of being finally able to enjoy the things that they like to do 
together: Going to their favorite cafes and travel to far off destinations. Together they 
look forward to be freed from present obligations of child‐rearing. 
Shopping as autonomy 
While  in most cases autonomy  is sought through the product and brand experience of 
specific  consumer  goods,  in  some  cases  it  is  through  the  very  activity  of  consuming. 
Irrespectively of whether specific goods are purchased, the social or individual activity of 
shopping  itself  becomes  a  manifestation  of  cultural  values  of  individual  autonomy, 
defining the family as one that has room for internal heterogeneity and autonomy. 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Shopping is one such consumption practice. At the Andersens, the mother Tove and 
oldest daughter Nina emphasize their family's relaxed attitude towards togetherness: 
Tove:.. the way we do things, I mean, Hans [the father] and I are 
not  like symbiotically connected, not at all. At some occasions  I 
will  go  with  Lisa  (13)  to  see  a  movie,  at  other  times  I  will  go 
shopping around town with Pia (8).  
Nina (15): But that is what I mean. 
Tove:  Yes  exactly.  We  don’t  go  walking  down  Strøget  [main 
pedestrian shopping street] all five of us, because… 
Nina: … we only do that when we are traveling, and then it gets 
kind  of  cozy,  but  apart  from  that  it  is  not  something  we  have 
done. 
Tove: No because it is hard, things always go wrong for one of us, 
so we choose not to do that. Those who want to can come, yes. 
But no one is obliged to.  
Nina:  No  we  are  not  the  kind  of  family  who  says,  “now  it  is 
Sunday, let's all go to Louisiana together” [a popular museum of 
modern art outside Copenhagen] 
Tove laughs: No!  
In this case the activity of shopping together as a parent‐child coalition has meaning by 
referring to post‐familial autonomy, not through the purchase it involves, but in itself, as 
an activity shared by a parent‐child coalition.  It symbolizes a positive fluidity: That this 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family  has  achieved  the  culturally  valued  balance  between  cohesion  and  individual 
independence.  And  while  the  mother  likes  to  highlight  the  family's  common 
participation and shared experience in other matters such as going to the summerhouse 
together, or  their  use of  the home as a  “shared base, which  is  cozy” as  she  says,  the 
daughter Nina continually emphasizes that they don’t have very much in common that 
they  like  to  do.  The  husband  Hans  also  objects  to  the  idea  of  sharing  interests:  “it 
sounds too dedicated” he says. 
Enjoying autonomy can become the very motivation for activities such as going 
shopping,  irrespectively  (to  a  large  extent)  of  what  is  purchased,  if  anything.  In  such 
cases  it  varies  to  which  extent  the  notion  of  autonomy  is  in  the  foreground  of 
consumers´ awareness as the explicit motivation for the consumption practice, or lingers 
in  the  background  but  confers  implicit  meaning  and  a  sense  of  pleasure  upon  the 
activity, though the latter is still motivated by the intended acquisition of goods. In any 
case,  to  the extent  that  the practice of  consumption  is  symbolic,  individual autonomy 
can be its meaning, as the example above shows.  
Pursuits charged with the meaning of autonomy need not be solitary, but can be 
carried  out  in  sibling‐  or  parent‐child  coalitions,  which  hereby  achieve  a  sense  of 
autonomy  from  the  larger  household.  In  the way  that  family members  refer  to  these 
experiences of shopping together, they imply that the family has achieved the culturally 
valued balance between unity and independence. 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Defending one's attitude as consumer and owner 
Consumption in  itself sometimes becomes an object of contention and heated dispute, 
in  which  family  members  challenge  each  other's  values  and  understandings  of 
consumption.  Several  instances  of  disagreement  show  that  family  members  do  not 
necessarily have a  similar experience  of  consumption  undertaken  together, or of who 
made  the  purchase  decision  in  various  cases.  At  the  Andersens,  15‐year  old  Nina 
challenges  her  mother  on  whether  their  vacations  have  really  been  as  cozy  as  the 
mother says, and she disagrees on whether they were all involved in taking the decision 
about  where  to  go,  which  she  feels  that  she  was  not.  Later  concerning  Nina´s 
relationship with  fashion  brands,  the  discussion  becomes  rather  intense.  The mother 
criticizes her daughter for paying too much for branded fashion clothes when perfectly 
adequate  clothes  can  be  found  at  H&M  (a  low  to medium‐priced  chain  store),  while 
Nina claims that the branded clothes have a quality and look to them, that her mother 
simply cannot perceive. The mother criticizes Nina for not wearing all  the clothes that 
she  buys,  since  they  never  appear  in  the  laundry  basket,  nor  does Nina want  to  pass 
them on to her younger sisters. “Because you are not  like that” the mother says, “you 
have  things  hanging  in  your  cupboard  for  four  years  Nina,  and  you  don’t  use  them.” 
Nina: “Well, lots of people have things in their cupboard that they bought and used only 
once  and  still would  like  to…”.  The mother  bangs  her  hand  in  the  table  and  exclaims 
“But Nina, I don’t give a damn what other people do!!”.  
And so the argument continues, through a discussion that revolves around what 
values one should adhere to in one's relations to the surrounding world, how much one 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should  care about other people's  taste and opinion, which  desires  can  legitimately be 
pursued  on  a  strained  budget,  and  how  to  resist  the  forces  of marketing  that  try  to 
install new desires all the time.  
Here  we  see  a  case  of  everyday  consumer  socialization  where  parents  and 
children  take  issue  with  each  other  and  emphasize  seeing  the world  differently.  The 
analytical  theme  has  to  do  with  claiming  an  individual  attitude,  as  a  consumer  and 
owner, vis‐à‐vis one's family members. Evidently such de‐identification with one's family 
members can occur even in adult age, and be directed against long deceased relatives. 
Thus at the Jensens, the mother Anne tells me how she has inherited some old crystal 
glasses from her mother, who inherited them from her mother. Back when Anne was a 
little girl, she once watched her mother break one of these glasses and start crying over 
it.  The  intensity of  that emotional  reaction  to  these objects was  too much, Anne  tells 
me. While she is happy about inheriting the glasses from her mother, she does not want 
to inherit a similar level of attachment to them. 
In Anne’s relation to her old mother and her deceased grandmother, we see how 
it makes sense for an  individual  to find her own approach to the world as a consumer 
and owner, one defined as different from her foremothers. The claiming of autonomy by 
defending one’s way of being a consumer extends beyond the issue of purchasing to the 
closely related one of ownership and how people relate to their possessions. A related 
finding has been described  in  literature on  inheritance that analyzes the experience of 
older  persons,  who  seek  to  pass  on  their  cherished  objects  by  rendering  them 
inalienable, but encounter  little  interest from younger generations (Price, Arnould and 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Curasi  2000;  Curasi,  Price  and  Arnould  2004).  These  works  substantiate  that  when 
influenced by strong symbolic dynamics of shared identity, such as those that pertain to 
inheritance,  family  members  are  observant  upon  their  internal  differences  and 
priorities, and seek to address these to reach a favorable outcome, or navigate around 
them  to  ally with  family members who  are more  easily  swayed  or  in  tune with  one's 
own  visions.  In  spite  of  their  compelling  analysis  of  family  members´  subjective 
experience  of  inheritance,  works  of  consumption  research  that  point  to  inter‐
generational  tensions  around  inheritance  have  so  far  not  been  concerned  with  the 
cultural  centrality  of  the  historical  shift  towards  increased  individual  autonomy,  that 
might underlie them and affect the younger generations. 
It is an everyday occurrence that my informants present their own or their family 
members´ personal consumption patterns as  individually distinct, as not shared by the 
rest of the family. In all the families, much in line with the general post‐familial value of 
not  losing  one's  individuality,  parents  tell  me  that  while  they  do  share  some  overall 
normative  orientations,  their  different  backgrounds  also  make  them  different 
consumers, e.g. with different tempers when it comes to dealing with poor quality, and 
different  levels of  intensity  in the way that they experience brand attachments. These 
positionings  vis‐à‐vis  each  other  are  not  necessarily  carried  out  with  any  form  of 
aggression  or  tension,  like  they  were  above  –  indeed  these  internal  differentiations 
between family members often evoke quite a lot of laughter (this author 2009).  
As  we  have  seen,  awarding  increased  autonomy  to  the  child  is  an  objective 
behind various purchases that fulfill central parental goals of socialization. Children are 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also  socialized  towards  adult  life  by  being  allowed  a  sphere  of  individual  consumer 
agency through pocket money or salaried  jobs. However, children achieving autonomy 
through  consumption  is  not  just  a  parent‐initiated  phenomenon.  Children  themselves 
use  consumption  as  a way  to mark  their  individuality  and  negotiate  a  space  for  their 
agency.  This  shows  when  children  and  parents  disagree  in  their  individual 
interpretations  of  what  reasonable  behavior  as  a  consumer  amounts  to.  Children 
contest  their  parents´  decisions  and  understandings,  not  only  to  make  their  parents 
change their minds concerning specific purchases, but because their very contestation 
define  them  as  individuals  in  the  same  instance  that  they  delineate  themselves  as 
consumers with a distinctive attitude.  
  We  may  ask  why  parents  bother  to  engage  in  such  discussions  at  all.  One 
explanation from FDM research  is that involving children  is a rational response to time 
pressure, the expertise of children on certain issues, and the recognition by parents that 
certain decisions are more  important  to  the children  than  others (Beatty and Talpade 
1994).  It would  seem  that while  such  immediate  causes are  central  in  daily  life,  their 
influence is based on social and cultural processes that also demand consideration: The 
historical  erosion  of  paternal  authority  at  the  centre  of  the  family,  and  the  present 
cultural values placed on children's equal participation, both in terms of the egalitarian 
Nordic culture that  forms the regional cultural setting for these data, and as a general 
orientation within middle‐class consumer socialization. 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Family voices and interactions: A first conclusion  
In the findings presented above, family consumption practices and everyday discourses 
are  closely  related  to  family members´  seeking of autonomy and everyday marking of 
individuality. They seek autonomy vis‐à‐vis each other, but they also construct spheres 
of autonomy for various coalitions of family members e.g. the couple, and on behalf of 
other  family  members,  in  particular  their  children.  Within  family  consumption,  the 
notion of individual autonomy is both a direct goal supported by specific purchases and 
a general condition for the purchase process. As a cultural value and a desired state of 
being, individual autonomy confers meaning upon consumption practices and purchase 
negotiations. 
  In  a  larger  sense  then,  family  consumption  is  an  arena  for  people's  seeking  of 
autonomy.  And  conversely,  the  seeking  of  individual  autonomy  weaves  into  many 
everyday  instances  of  family  consumption,  underwriting  people's  interactions, 
intentions and  dissatisfactions. While  family  life  should not  be  seen exclusively within 
the paradigms of autonomy‐seeking or zero‐sum negotiations, my data do confirm the 
FDM research and family sociology that point to negotiation or conflict as one element 
of  family  consumption  decision‐making.  Children  claim  a  space  for  themselves  as 
consumers  by  standing  up  for  their  individual  understanding  of  consumption.  Family 
members seek trade‐offs between  individual preferences that serve their own  interest 
or  understanding  of  justice,  both  in  the  now  and  through  yearlong  processes  of 
balancing  spousal  influence  across  purchases  within  a  range  of  different  categories. 
While  for  the  researcher  there  may  seem  no  immediate  connection  between  the 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decision to buy a certain car, the choice of a vacation destination and the location of a 
new  house,  if  these  decisions  are  separated  from  each  other  by  years,  they  can  still 
speak to each other when seen from within the household, as discrete moments in an 
ongoing reallocation of influence among family members. 
These  findings  suggest  that  the  balancing  of  family  members´  spheres  of 
autonomy with each other, and with concerns for the entire family, is a central driver of 
family consumption. It can be analyzed both as to how it unfolds over time, and how it 
plays out in particular situations. Individual autonomy is both the goal of and a central 
characteristic  of  many  everyday  decisions  and  negotiations  concerning  consumption. 
But  more  than  that,  in  many  everyday  interactions  and  discussions  between  family 
members,  independent  consumption  seems  a  central  way  for  people  to  carve  out  a 
space for their  individual autonomy. The practice of family consumption contextualizes 
the everyday cultural seeking for individual autonomy, and vice versa. 
Autonomy manifesting itself 
The  following  section  conceptualizes  how  autonomy manifests  itself within  the  family 
through intersubjectivity and prospection.   
The intersubjectivity of family consumption 
As  reviewed  in  the beginning of  this article,  the  field  of  family  consumption  literature 
has  progressed  towards  a  conceptualization  of  the  family, which  apprehends  a  larger 
range of actors, and comprehends them as interrelated through the vibrant mutuality of 
dialectical  relations of  influence. This article aligns with that analytical development of 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family  consumption  research  by  calling  attention  to ways  that  family members  assert 
and defend  individual spaces through consumption. Of course  it  is often the case that 
practices of family consumption are to some extent motivated by the desire of some or 
all family members for shared social bonding, and directed by collective preferences and 
narratives e.g. around certain brands or commercial sites (Fournier 1998; Epp and Price 
2008).  As  stated  above,  the  purpose  of  this  article  is  to  suggest  an  analytical  position 
that  can  supplement  and  be  in  dialogue  with  that  of  family  sharing  and  identity, 
concerning our overall conceptualization of family consumption. 
How can we conceptualize that bonding, sharing and mutual empathy for each 
other's desires  coexist with disagreement,  conflict, heterogeneity and negotiation? An 
adequate  conceptualization  of  family  consumption  covers  both  sides.  The 
phenomenological concept of intersubjectivity is helpful in this regard, as it points to the 
universal human endeavor of seeking “a balance between the world one calls one's own 
and  a world  one  deems  to  be  not‐self  or  other”  (Jackson  1998:  18). Moving  between 
these worlds, playing  them off against each other, negotiating  their boundaries –  this 
constitutes the central dynamic of human action, as approached through the concept of 
intersubjectivity. Jackson points out that relations of reciprocity, which I believe includes 
social relations among family member‐consumers, involve both giving and receiving, but 
also  acts  of  seizing  and  repossession.  “Intersubjectivity  is  not  a  synonym  for  shared 
experience,  empathic  understanding  or  fellow‐feeling.  [It]  embraces  centripetal  and 
centrifugal  forces,  and  constructive  and  destructive  extremes  without  prejudice” 
(Jackson 1998: 4). 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The  concept  of  intersubjectivity  helps  us  put  family  consumption  into 
perspective  by  capturing  the  constant  balancing  of  individuality  with  sociality.  It  thus 
satisfies  the  necessity  of  seeing  conflict  and  negotiation  not  as  an  anomaly  but  as 
inherent to everyday family life and adjunct to its social bonding. It resonates with the 
diversity of experiences among family members, some nurturing and trying to intensify 
the  family bond, while others  (or  the  selfsame  individuals at other  times) question  its 
nature and try to  loosen  its grip, striving to build a zone of autonomy. Family coziness 
can become too close for some family members,  to the point of being experienced as 
overly  repetitive  and  claustrophobic,  even  as  it  is  also  a much‐appreciated  quality  to 
modern  life (this author: forthcoming). The concept of intersubjectivity may be able to 
capture this simultaneity of closeness and distance within family life. 
The presence of other family members´ desires 
The  concept  of  intersubjectivity  calls  attention  to  how  as  consumers,  one's  family 
members  constitute  both  a  pressure  on  one's  individuality  and  a  set  of  desires  and 
preferences  that  one  engages  with  and  is  attentive  to.  The  material  presented  here 
indicates  that  family  members  are  aware  of,  and  intentionally  directed  towards,  the 
consumption‐related  values,  likings  and  idiosyncrasies  of  their  family  members.  They 
have  to  be,  e.g.  in  order  to  provide  someone  with  a  suitable  gift,  in  the  parental 
responsibility  for  monitoring  and  molding  their  children's  consumption  habits,  in 
considering how to make an upcoming family decision reach the outcome that oneself 
hopes for, or  in other ways anticipating how one's family members will  feel and act as 
regards  consumption.  Family  members  know  each  other  as  consumers,  which 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exemplifies  one  way  that  consumer  culture  interweaves  with  face‐to‐face  social 
dynamics.  
For a analytical opening up of this intersubjective aspect of family consumption, 
a phenomenological conceptualization of the presence of other family members´ desires 
suggests  itself  as a promising perspective  (Gumbrecht 2004). Others achieve presence 
through their practices and claims as consumers, which other  family members have to 
know about and be attentive to. Thus arises the presence, even in physical absence, of 
other  family members. The  likings of other  family members are present to  the parent 
who  shops  groceries  to  prepare  for  cooking  dinner,  or  the  sibling who  goes  to  find  a 
present, and whose consciousness has to be intentionally directed towards these likings, 
in order to fulfill or influence them in a different direction. Miller also shows that when 
family members shop for their family, their awareness is dominated by the claims that 
other  family members  lay on the shopper, and how the shopper  imagines their  future 
response to any given purchase. Mothers in British families are constantly “researching 
the desires and preferences of her household” (1998:17). As Miller points out, relations 
among family members are  imagined and developed through the medium of selecting 
goods.  Related  perspectives  have  been  addressed  in  previous  phenomenological 
research on consumer culture, looking at the exertions of parental shopping (Thompson, 
Locander and Pollio 1989; Thompson, Locander and Pollio 1990). 
For  an  understanding  of  family  consumption  that  includes  the  centrality  of 
individual  autonomy,  the  concept  of  intersubjectivity  and  the  focus  on  interpersonal 
presence  helps  us  appreciate  the  distance  that  exist  between  individuals  even  when 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they are family members, but also the continuous bridging of that distance through the 
imaginaries and practices of consumption. The  issue of  individual autonomy  is a  larger 
existential  one  of  people  constructing  and  asserting  their  individual  spaces,  but  also 
reaching  across  such  spaces  or  dismantling  them.  Thus  while  the  concept  of 
intersubjectivity  can  be  used  to  conceptualize  the  negotiations  that  go  into  family 
consumption,  it  points  beyond  specific  purchase  processes  and  decisions,  and  the 
strategies  and  activities  that  affect  them.  In  the  intersubjective  presence  of  other 
people's  desires,  family  members  constantly  emerge  through  consumption  to  one 
another, through their desire for goods, and the awareness and involvement with these 
desires of other family members. 
Prospective family consumption 
Temporality has received very little attention in CCT research compared to fields such as 
consumer  behavior. One work does explore how cultural norms  influence consumers´ 
experience of time and hereby their consumption, and distinguishes people according to 
their  experience  of  time  (Cotte,  Ratneshwar  and  Mick  2004).  Yet  it  has  not  been 
considered how communities can have a distinct temporal orientation that effects their 
consumption and is constituted by structural conditions, such as in this case, the family 
structure  and  social  expectations  around  parenting.  A  particular  empirical  site  that 
inspires this analysis of how individual autonomy unfolds within family consumption, is 
what we might call prospective family consumption. During the data collection  for this 
article,  a  certain  sense  of  temporality  increasingly  came  through  analytically  –  not 
through any specific occurrence or  interview, but  in  the accumulated character of  the 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conversations  and  events  encountered  in  the  ethnographic  fieldwork.  It  became 
increasingly  clear  that  family  consumption  is  infused  with  a  future‐oriented  “family 
time”  that  contextualizes  many  acts  of  purchasing.  It  is  a  forward‐looking  temporal 
orientation related to the aging and succession of  life stages for the family as a whole 
and  for  its members. The  fact  that  children grow and are heading  for adulthood gives 
meaning to many consumption practices by which the family prepares for a future. The 
family members  imply by their consumption priorities the anticipatory awareness that 
their household will  change and achieve different  constellations. Children will become 
more mobile and independent, and ultimately move away, possibly to set up their own 
household.  
While  temporality  has  not  been  applied  as  an  analytical  perspective  on  family 
consumption  before,  other  family  consumption  researchers  have  presented 
observations that imply a prospective orientation among consumers, such as the shared 
convention among parents that their parental authority over consumption decisions will 
decrease as their children get older (Palan and Wilkes 1997). As examples of works that 
can be read in a family‐temporal perspective, one shows how the prospect of a divorce 
can  impact  consumption  (McAlexander,  Schouten  and  Roberts  1993),  while  another 
documents  the  efforts  of  childless  couples  to  become  a  future  family,  and  how  their 
consumption  decisions  towards  that  goal  are  influenced  by  cultural,  existential  and 
scientific discourses (Fischer, Otnes and Tuncay 2007). 
Family  consumption  is  characterized  by  concerns  that  give  it  an  emergent 
character of becoming, which is hinged to the unfolding of growth and ageing. In many 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different ways, families re‐structure their everyday life to accommodate the  increasing 
autonomy  awarded  to  adolescents.  This  impacts  their  consumption  habits,  including 
those most sacred to the concept of being a family, such as the daily family dinner. We 
have  also  seen  how  the  possibility  of  a  future  individuality  being  established  through 
divorce confers meaning upon the decision of whose money to use for the purchase of 
durables.  A  form  of  everyday  transcendence  is  occurring  here:  Family  members  give 
meaning  to  everyday  practices  of  consumption  and  of  much  else,  by  imagining 
themselves  (and  their  loved  ones)  looking  back  on  the  present  from a  future  vantage 
point, in which the effects of present actions are supposed to have materialized (Schutz 
1970). 
Prospection  is an everyday mental and social operation that people perform all 
the  time,  and  are  often  not  aware  of.  Prospective  orientation  is  essential  to  the 
subjective  feeling  of  hope  that  one's  actions  will  turn  out  right  in  the  face  of  an 
uncertain outcome (Miyazaki 2004). In the cases that form the material for this analysis, 
what lies in the subjective foreground of consumers is not necessarily the fact that they 
are prospecting, but rather their awareness of parental responsibility for socializing their 
children  and  turning  them  into  respectable,  competent,  independent  but  sociable 
adults. The assumption underlies many instances of everyday family consumption; that 
the  present  order  of  relations  between  household  members,  and  the  physical 
arrangement  of  their  shared  habitat  which  reflects  and  creates  it,  is  temporary  and 
headed for its eventual dissolution. 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The  purchasing  of  individual  autonomy  comes  through  strongly  when  one 
applies  a  temporal  perspective  upon  family  consumption.  Prospective  consumption 
practices  often  refer  to  individuals  or  the  couple,  rather  than  the  whole  family.  The 
notion  of  individual  autonomy  confers  cultural  meaning  upon  the  process  of  family 
consumption, not only as a  cultural premise  for  the negotiations  that unfold, but as a 
goal  in  itself,  the desired state of affairs that people wish to bring about through their 
consumption.  
The existence of a family “we” is therefore always charged with the awareness of 
its  temporary  character,  and  its  constant  progression  towards  dissolution. When  the 
family looks into the future, it expects increased degrees of autonomy. It might engage 
in present practices of consumption that anticipate those scenarios.  In some cases the 
family  hopes  for  an  increase  in  forms  of  autonomy  that  are  desired,  such  as  more 
independent children. In other cases its consumption anticipates the dissolution of the 
nuclear  family  in  ways  that  may  not  arise,  such  as  divorce.  Both  dynamics  have  an 
individualizing force: The family cohesion of the present is expected to decrease. 
Discussion 
Beyond the concept of family identity  
The  following  section  discusses  the  possibilities  of  an  analytical  approach  to  family 
consumption  that  can  complement  current  perspectives.  It  opens  up  a  dialogue 
between CCT family  research and the phenomenological perspective, seeing the  latter 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as an approach that can inspire culturally oriented family research to devote attention 
to everyday practices of seeking autonomy in and through family consumption. 
Relative internal difference vs. shared character  
We have seen examples of the construction of autonomy through family consumption 
above,  that  suggest  a  conceptualization  of  family  consumption,  which  brings  to  light 
different dynamics  than  those emphasized  through concepts  like  “family  character”  in 
recent  CCT  family  research  by  Epp  and  Price.  “Family  character”  along  with 
“intergenerational orientation” and “family structure” constitute the overall concept of 
family identity (Epp and Price 2008; Epp and Price 2009). Epp & Price are right that some 
practices  and  verbal  exchanges  among  family  members  suggest  the  subjective 
awareness of  forming a  community,  and  the  strong  symbolic boundary around  it. But 
empirically  I see no pervasive tendency towards family members entertaining the  idea 
that  they  share  a  character, which manifests  itself  in  shared  activities,  temperaments 
and preferences. Neither  the  family as a whole,  nor  coalitions within  the  family  show 
any marked awareness of a  “we”, or of declaring  the  identity of  such a  “we”  through 
everyday practices – whether in public space towards the people that surround them, or 
within the domestic realm towards other family members. Rather, the family members 
are  to a  large extent oriented  towards  the  traits  that make  them seem different  from 
one another, rather than towards any shared character, and they primarily experience 
their social  relations as a field of relative difference rather than one of shared identity. 
For example, each family member  is known by the others as materialist or prudent or 
sensible etc. not in any absolute sense, but through their longstanding distinction from 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these  others.  The  empirical  data  gathered  for  this  research  show  few  unprompted, 
spontaneous emic appeals  to anything  like  “family  character”  in everyday  interactions 
and consumption activities among family members  (I will  return to those few that did 
appear).  Their  concern  is  with  the  intersubjective  field  of  relative  internal  difference. 
This  preoccupation  comes  through  strongly  in  family members´  descriptions  of  tastes 
and consumption habits within the household, and in their laughter at these differences 
that  was  a  significant  facet  of  such  sessions  (this  author  2009).  Previous  family 
consumption studies of sibling de‐identification corroborate the perspective that family 
members perceive themselves and others as a  field of  relative difference, even  if  they 
share an environment and possibly also certain traits (Cotte and Wood 2004). 
Shopping symbolizing autonomy 
To  the  extent  that  everyday  family  consumption  practices  are  symbolic,  this  article 
suggests that they do not necessarily signify family identity or character. The  latter are 
not rejected as analytical perspectives. But the findings presented here clearly suggest 
that  family  consumption  also  stimulates,  and  is  itself  driven  by  family  members´ 
attention  to  their  individual  differences,  and  is  a  primary  medium  for  their  ongoing 
construction  of  autonomy.  An  example  of  the  alternative  understanding  of  family 
consumption  that  this article proposes  could be  the case of  the mother and daughter 
going shopping together, which the mother appreciates for the fact that it confirms, that 
she and her husband are not doing everything together. Incidentally Epp and Price also 
analyze  a  case  of  a mother  and  daughter  consuming  together,  which  they  see  as  an 
enactment of the identity of that coalition (Epp and Price 2008: 53). Of course the two 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cases can be different. But at  least  in cases of  family‐coalitional shopping  like the one 
described here,  the concept of  identity  is not necessary  to  capture  the  significance of 
this  consumer  practice;  the  experience  that  it  offers  to  family  members.  No  unique 
identity traits of this coalition are being asserted through the act of shopping. Rather it 
is the cultural ideal of each family member enjoying a measure of individual autonomy, 
and of  family commonality being manifest but  limited, that confers meaning upon the 
activity of shopping with family members. Thus our overall conceptualization of  family 
consumption  must  be  broadly  attentive  also  to  subjective  motivations  centered  on 
other cultural notions than identity, such as autonomy. 
Identity enactment vs. intersubjective immediacy 
The article will  return to the  issue of whether to conceptualize the analytical object of 
family  consumption  in  terms of  fragmentation or  integration. But  first  let us  take one 
step further towards a phenomenological alternative to current perspectives on family 
consumption. My contention is that seeing everyday practices of family consumption as 
symbolic  representations  –  whether  referring  to  identity,  autonomy  or  some  other 
cultural notion – might not do  justice to the phenomenon of  family consumption, and 
should be supplemented with other analytical approaches. The empirical findings in this 
research  concerning  collective  identity  dynamics,  or  the  relative  lack  thereof,  suggest 
that family members do not necessarily perceive their everyday interactions with other 
family members  as  symbolic;  as  projecting  a  unified  image  of  the  coalition  or  family. 
They are instead preoccupied with and affected by two aspects presented above: One, 
the  relative  internal  differences among  them and  their  fellow  family members, within 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their common social bond and shared involvement in activities, spaces and objects, that 
is denoted by the concept of intersubjectivity. Two, the various overlapping projects and 
processes that unfold in the family, and call for actions intentionally directed at affecting 
future  outcomes.  Those  findings,  and  recent  theoretical  critiques  of  the  hermeneutic 
paradigm  that  I  shall  return  to,  suggest  that  culturally  oriented  family  consumption 
research  needs  an  analytical  position  from  which  it  is  possible  to  look  at  family 
consumption without assuming identity to be the relevant focus.  
The argument here is that the notion of “family identity enactment” should not 
stand on its own in defining our understanding of family consumption. Symbolic analysis 
should  figure alongside other approaches.  In order  to  suggest an alternative  clearly,  it 
appears necessary to bring up concrete cases, in which the reliance upon the notion of 
family  identity  enactment  leads  to  somewhat  reductionist  interpretations.  Such  cases 
would be when two sisters who practice a dance routine are seen as producing identity 
practices  of  a  sibling  coalition  (Epp  and  Price  2009:  830),  or  when  it  purportedly 
constitutes  the  identity  enactment  of  a  family,  that  its members  do  crafts  and  games 
together (ibid), or that the father and daughter use TV to fill silent spaces when having 
an uncomfortable but important discussion (2008: 55). One has to consider whether we 
do  justice  to  these  everyday  interactions  among  family members,  by  seeing  them  as 
markers of identity. Though in such cases there might be an enactment of identity going 
on,  there  is  also  so  much more:  An  immediacy  of  involvement  that  family  members 
experience  towards  each  other,  and  the  activities  and  goods  of  the  household, which 
does  not  necessarily  have  anything  to  do  with  declaring  a  symbolic  identity.  “Family 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identity  enactment”  simply  cannot  be  assumed  to  be  the  goal  of,  or  account  for  the 
general “purpose” of  family consumption practices  (Epp and Price 2008: 53), even  if  it 
may  do  so  in  certain  specific  cases.  Seeing  each  instance  of  everyday  family 
togetherness  as  an  enactment  of  identity  misses  the  fluid  movements  between 
emphasizing  individuality  and  collectivity  among  family  members,  their  continuous 
achievement  of  presence  towards  each  other  through  the  claims,  desires  and 
idiosyncrasies  of  the  consumer,  and  their  involvement  with  those  presences.  Family 
interactions and consumption practices cannot be reduced to symbolic vehicles for the 
declaration of identity, and hereby reduced to forms of “communication” (Epp and Price 
2008: 53).  
In our ambition to advance beyond earlier paradigms of consumption research, 
such  as  rational  information  processing  by  individual  decision  makers,  we  should 
beware  of  installing  collective  identity  as  a  new  hegemonic  paradigm,  but  instead 
maintain  a  nuanced  theoretical  approach  to  the  relation  between  individuals  and 
groups.  
If we are to look for master concepts, we might be well served by supplementing 
identity with  intersubjective being  itself,  to capture the dialogical human striving for a 
place  in  the world  through cultural means  (Jackson 1998), which  includes practices of 
consumption. 
This  is  not  to  say  that  the  experience  of  family  life  and  consumption  is 
independent  of  a  underlying,  preexisting  level  of  semantics.  The  family  members 
interviewed for this research have cultural ideas and personal narrative themes of what 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it means to be a family or an individual, which confers meaning upon their consumption. 
Victor´s  motorbike  obviously  can  be  seen  as  a  symbol  by  which  he  maintains  his 
individual identity, fitting into his life story by reincarnating the bikes he drove when he 
was young and had not met his present wife. So at one  level,  the symbolic analysis of 
identity matters around  family  consumption  is  indeed warranted. An argument  in  this 
paper is that at this level of analysis, meanings that mark zones of individual autonomy 
within  the  family  have  not  been  recognized,  and  notions  of  collective  character  has 
overshadowed other perspectives. While Victor and his wife Lone´s purchases partake in 
the symbolic construction of the couple,  their meanings seem to revolve not around a 
shared character, but around being a couple as such.  It  is  the very couple‐ness that  is 
foregrounded, rather than a distinctive “we”.  
We may miss out on important motivations and experiences around practices of 
family consumption,  if we ask merely what practices symbolize, as  in how they signify 
family  identity  or  individual  autonomy.  Cases  that  spell  out  this  disputation  were 
presented  above.  A  basic  question  could  be  instead:  How  does  consumption  effect 
presence? The aim  is  to conceive of the  immediacy with which,  through consumption, 
family  members  encounter  each  other’s  presence.  The  tension  between  individual 
consumer  desires  and  collective  family  concerns  could  be  seen  as  a  question  of 
identities. But as suggested above concerning the intersubjectivity of family life, another 
understanding  is  that  family  members  demand  a  space  in  the  world  through  these 
consumption preferences and claims, which constitute an active,  intentional  stance  to 
the world by which one achieves presence. Inspiration for this approach can be drawn 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from phenomenological thinkers such as literary theorist Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, whose 
critique  of  hermeneutical  interpretation  centers  on  the  concept  of  presence  (2004). 
Gumbrecht  aims  to  formulate  an  alternative  to  the  hermeneutic  focus  upon  symbolic 
meaning,  which  he  believes  has  too  little  regard  for  how  bodies  inhabit  space  and 
engage with materiality.  He  asserts  that  the  task  is  to  understand  how  practices  are 
active  in  “bringing  forth”  a  presence  that  has  an  “appeal  to  the  senses”  (Gumbrecht 
2004: xv). Rather than meaning, presence should be seen as the end result of practice. 
Gumbrecht´s project  is helpful  in  trying  to  formulate an analytical  approach  that both 
recognizes the symbolic import of family practices, and go beyond. It is not a rejection of 
the  relevance  of  symbolic  analysis  or  of  the  existence  of  symbolic  meaning,  but  an 
attempt  to  supplement  it with  other approaches,  so as  to arrive at a broad analytical 
appreciation  of  what  Gumbrecht  calls  the  oscillation  between  presence  effects  and 
meaning effects (Gumbrecht 2004: 2).  
Fulfilling  this ambition  of a broader analytical  approach  could mean applying a 
phenomenological understanding  to  family  consumption as a  lifeworld  –  “that domain 
of everyday, immediate social existence and practical activity” (Jackson 1996: 7) – while 
using  a  hermeneutic  approach  towards  those  instances  when  lifeworld  immediacy  is 
transcended  by  reflexive  distance  (e.g.  Schutz  1970).  Through  the  latter,  symbolic 
meaning  comes  to  the  fore  and  might  include  people’s  reflexive  preoccupation  with 
“who we are” as a family. 
Prospective  family  consumption  was  introduced  above,  and  illustrates  the 
different  levels  at  which  we  can  move  analytically,  if  we  succeed  in  formulating  a 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broader  conception  of  family  consumption.  The  new  walls  that  people  acquire  to 
accommodate children with privacy, the tuition fees for efterskole, or the pizzas bought 
for  a  teenager who  increasingly  does  not  dine with  the  family  can  indeed  be  seen  as 
“representing”  or  “resonating  with”  ideals  of  individual  autonomy.  At  another  level 
however,  what  they  also  do  is  to  bring  forth  the  future.  In  research  on  how  people 
imagine  and  create  their  future,  one  aspect  is  to  trace  how  futures  go  from  being  a 
virtual imaginary to having a concrete appearance in the present (Miyazaki 2004). Many 
instances  of  prospective  consumption  can  probably  be  seen  as  ways  that  people 
materialize the future, and thus effect presence. This becomes clear  if we consider the 
emotional  side  of  prospective  orientation,  and  its  role  within  parental  family 
consumption, imbued as it is with a forward‐looking sense of responsibility. The feelings 
of  hope,  fear,  despair,  pride  etc  that  parents  encounter when witnessing  the  lives  of 
their offspring, and the purchases that come about in reaction, are emotional imprints 
in  the  present  of  anticipated  developments,  and  owe  their  existence  and  effect  to  a 
prospective  dynamic.  The  same  goes  for  the  emotions  that  people  experience  when 
evaluating  whether  their  marriage  is  heading  for  divorce,  and  their  anticipatory 
purchases that reflect this prospection (McAlexander, Schouten and Roberts 1993: 169). 
Besides  emotional  dispositions,  hoped‐for  states  of  future  living  materialize  in  the 
consumption of educational services or the ongoing material  reconfiguration of spatial 
relations and interpersonal distances within the household, which anticipate and create 
themselves the grownup consumer of the future. Prospection also spurs discussions and 
arguments between parents and children concerning the proper use of money, or in the 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awarding of pocket money. Thus the future materializes in the now in the form of many 
specific  family purchases, and  in  the emotional motivations  that drive  them. All  these 
examples  point  to  a  realm  of  family  consumption  that  we  might  call  hopeful 
consumption.  In  line  with  Bourdieu  (1977),  Miyazaki  reminds  us  that  we  should  not 
underestimate the intensity of our informants´ feelings of hope, which we are prone to 
because we often encounter their practices in the retrospective form of a narrative. “As 
soon as hope is approached at the end point of a process, the newness or freshness of 
the prospective moment that defines that moment as hopeful is lost” (2004:8).  
Towards a balanced research paradigm 
In this regard it is relevant to touch upon the issue of what research questions we ask as 
family consumption researchers, and the basic social analytical task we see before us. In 
light  of  the  findings  and  literature  presented  above,  issues  of  individual  autonomy 
should  stand  alongside  those  of  identity  as  the  foundation  for  a  culturally  oriented 
family  consumption  research.  This  also  suggests  a  critique  of  Belk´s  view  that  in 
analyzing  family  consumption,  we  should  necessarily  place  practices  of  caring  at  the 
centre,  or  else  neglect  a  compulsory  issue  (2010:  720).  That  assertion  ties  into  larger 
considerations of basic research questions and paradigms. Belk is right in asserting that 
we do  the  family dynamic an  injustice and  represent  it wrongly,  if we only  see  family 
members as  involved  in economic maximization and mutual dominance within a zero‐
sum  game,  as  some  previous  works  in  FDM  research  have  been  prone  to.  There  is 
however a risk of narrowing down our analytical approach,  if we accept as dogma the 
position,  stated  more  or  less  explicitly  by  both  Epp  &  Price  and  Belk,  that  our  basic 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question should be how families overcome tendencies towards fragmentation and self‐
interest. Belk explicitly  says  so, endorsing  the view  that  sociology per definition  seeks 
“to understand how social bonds are formed and sustained, despite rather than because 
of  economic  exchange.”  (Turner  and  Rojek  2001:  7  in  Belk  2010:  717).  The  social 
sciences  are  obviously  concerned  with  the  social  bond  (Nisbet  and  Perrin  1977; 
Durkheim 2008 (1912)). The problem here concerns the last part of that quote. For one 
thing, it is not inevitably the case that economic exchange is detrimental to the forming 
of social bonds – indeed as Belk himself mentions, anthropologists like Marshall Sahlins 
sees economic exchange as the very mechanism that installs a measure of predictability 
and  interest  in  each  other's  survival  among  human  communities,  and  decreases  the 
level of violence (Sahlins 1972: 169). And as Bourdieu has argued, culturally acceptable 
behavior  within  relations  of  economic  exchange  become  internalized  in  actors  as  an 
embodied  sense  of  honor  (Bourdieu  1977:  10).  More  specifically  in  terms  of  family 
consumption,  the  literature  on  FDM,  anthropology  and  sociality  reviewed  above  has 
sufficiently demonstrated that individual desires and strategies do figure in the way that 
family  life unfolds and are  in the foreground of  family members´ experience. Thus this 
article argues that culturally oriented research should conceptualize family consumption 
more  broadly,  embracing  both  its  individual  and  communal  aspects,  and  phenomena 
relating  both  to  individual  self‐interest  and  solidarity.  If  the  analytical  complex  of 
identity,  character,  caring  and  sharing  stands  alone  in  guiding  family  consumption 
research,  individualization  will  be  seen  as  an  external  force  that  intrudes  upon  the 
family,  to  threaten  its  existence  with  fragmentation,  which  they  strive  to  overcome. 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Culturally  oriented  consumption  research will  then  be  less  disposed  to  deal  with  the 
issue of how dynamics of  individual autonomy can be  internal  to family  life; a process 
emerging from its interior. 
The argument here is that we conduct studies of all dynamics relevant to family 
consumption.  The  empirical  material  presented  shows  families  using  marketplace 
resources to construct zones of autonomy. Thus  it seems worthwhile to contextualize, 
and refrain from generalizing about families  in Western societies,  the observation that 
“we normally consider our immediate family to be a part of our extended self, and thus 
sharing with them is like sharing with self” (Belk 2010: 724). One could ask: Who is the 
“we” being referred to here? The anthropological record shows that a plethora of family 
forms exist  in the world, with the bond between biological parents and children being 
invested with fewer emotional and economic ties in some cultures than in the Western 
world.  And  even within  our  own  cultural  sphere, Western  popular  culture  continually 
dramatizes the full  range of  family  forms that exists;  from the comforting vision of all‐
enduring familial love and sacrifice, to families that have imploded into hateful relations 
and mutual exploitation of all kinds. Looking at the mainstream middle by considering 
the  empirical  material  presented  here,  the  merging  of  individual  selves  in  common 
ownership  may  be  moderated  or  even  prevented  by  the  real  possibility  of  one  day 
splitting up, and  in  the absence  of  that,  the  practice of using  certain goods as portals 
into the temporary enjoyment of privacy or social bonding outside the family (Stevens, 
Maclaran and Catterall 2007). 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Identity politics of family life 
Emic appeals to “family character” do appear in the data that this author has gathered. 
In  such  cases,  conditions  of  hierarchy  and  inter‐familial  context  apply which  suggest, 
that while  the construction of  family  identity  can  indeed provide  the  individual with a 
sense of belonging and existential grounding, it also entails aspects of social power and 
distinction.  One  aspect  concerns  consumer  socialization.  Sometimes  informants  used 
the phrase “This is how we do things in this family”. In several cases it was used around 
the dinner table when parents  insisted that younger children uphold certain manners, 
e.g. not leave the table to watch TV until all family members had finished. The children 
would often protest by mentioning e.g. “how they do over at Nikolaj´s place” – though I 
have  also  heard  older  children  expressing  their  support  for  the  upholding  of  table 
manners, as seen against the chaos allegedly reigning in the homes of some friends. In 
any case, instances of dissent can provoke a parental declaration of “how we do things”. 
Also in the case of Nina arguing with her mother, presented in the empirical section, the 
mother  strongly  refuse  to  be  influenced  by  her  daughter's  description  of  what  her 
girlfriends´ parents permit them to purchase. Thus the mother suggests the existence of 
a  distinct  set  of  consumption  values  within  their  family,  that  other  parents  might 
disagree with, by which she attempts to bring the daughter in line with her own opinion.  
Any declaration of who “we” are should be scrutinized as to how it plays into the 
relations of power between family members. It can express a parent's wish about how 
things  should  be,  rather  than  any  actual  state  of  commonality.  The  “we” may  just  be 
their  project,  and  other  family  members  might  rebel  against  it,  or  go  along  by  tacit 
 Manusc r i pt  4 : Autonomy, Intersubjectivity and Prospection in Family Consumption 
270 
 
agreement.  That  parental  desire  for  a  certain  “we”  can  of  course  translate  into 
purchases that aim to make the vision come true, and thus the “we” may be realized at 
the level of everyday consumption. Yet our conceptual apparatus has to be open for the 
possibility  that  the  relation  between  family  identity  and  consumption  represents  the 
doing of identity politics. 
Confrontational family identity 
The other facet of  family  identity encountered during this fieldwork concerns what we 
might  call  confrontational  family  identity.  When  families  bring  up  an  emic  notion  of 
family  character,  a  confrontation  with  other  families  is  usually  evoked  more  or  less 
explicitly,  as  shown  in  examples  from  the  family  dinner  table.  Encounters with  other 
families  provoke  differentiations  that  often  follow  a  pattern  of  class  distinction. 
Empirical examples of confrontational family identity concern families traveling abroad, 
while cars have also figured in several cases. A family car purchase can clearly stimulate 
a  shared comparison with and distinction  towards other  families,  and  so can  traveling 
around in a rented car abroad to visit new and unknown places together. The hypothesis 
could be suggested that families encountering each other in the use or purchase of cars 
are  prone  to  experience  a  shared  identity,  being  situated  as  a  unit  within  a  shared 
sensory  space  that  has  a  designed  and  branded  exterior,  which  specifically 
communicates  symbolic  meanings  about  the  values  and  financial  capabilities  of  this 
family.  
Thus  “family  identity”  is  by  no  means  rejected  here  as  a  useful  analytical 
approach to some instances of  family consumption. It is however a generally accepted 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view in social science, e.g concerning ethnic identity (Barth 1969), that identities are to a 
large  extent  constructed  in  encounters  with  a  social  “Other”,  in  which  actors  will 
highlight  specifically  those  identity  features  that  underline  difference.  Certain  social 
conditions  might  then  be  conducive  to  the  construction  of  family  identity,  and  its 
subjective  importance.  The  empirical  conditions  described  here  under  which  family 
members put forward such claims of shared identity and character strongly suggest, that 
we always  consider whether  contextual elements of  inter‐familial  confrontation are  in 
play,  and  explicate  them  if  they  are.  When  we  encounter  emic  assertions  of  family 
identity, we should ask who is benefited by this version of family character, and whether 
it  rests  on  opposition  to  an  imagined,  remembered  or  concretely  confronted  “family 
other” that acts as counter‐image for the construction of family identity. 
Avoiding anthropomorphism 
Pierre  Bourdieu  calls  attention  to  the  fact  that  our  concepts  of  family  and  associated 
concepts  seem  to  describe  social  reality,  but  in  fact  construct  it  (Bourdieu  1996).  He 
warns against anthropomorphism:  The  fallacy of  seeing  the  family as  “a  transpersonal 
person  endowed with  a  common  life  and  spirit  and  a  particular  vision  of  the world” 
(1996: 20). When researching families,  these words can be taken as a warning against 
seeing the collective as possessing a unified character the way an individual might. The 
analysis faces this danger if it does not maintain an analytical distance to “the language 
that the family uses about the family” (ibid). This includes any claim on the part of our 
informants  concerning  their  family  “identity”  or  “character”,  which  should  not 
necessarily  be  seen  as  describing  an  objective  reality,  but  rather  as  a  speech  act  that 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partakes  in  the  ongoing  re‐construction  of  the  family.  Such  claims  may  of  course  be 
subjectively experienced as true, but not necessarily by all  family members: They may 
represent an attempt of one or more  individuals to elevate into undisputed truth their 
own  definition  of  the  family;  in  terms  of  who  belongs  to  it,  and what  its  values  are. 
Bourdieu underscores how important it is that we are perceptive to the desire of some 
family members to appear as a harmonious unit with a shared identity, and possibly the 
desire  of  the  researcher  to  encounter  and  describe  such  harmony.  Recognizing  that 
ongoing social efforts lie behind the everyday appearance e.g. of family identity, rather 
than merely  assuming  its  existence,  represents  the  necessary  analytical  distance  to  a 
normatively charged object. 
The scientific record of social anthropology calls attention to the fact that family 
structures do not arise by themselves as a biological given. Family cohesion comes about 
only  as  a  continuous  effort  on  the  part  of  people  of  achieving  relatedness  (Carsten 
2000),  which  is  intertwined  with  the  simultaneous  exercise  of  individual  agency  for 
autonomy. This author suggests that family consumption can both challenge kin keeping 
and contribute to it.   
Issues for future research 
Family consumption: An outline of the field 
A  reasonable  corollary  of  the  argument  presented  in  this  article  is  to  consider  the 
boundaries  and  research  questions  of  the  field  which  for  want  of  a  better  term,  has 
been  referred  to here as  culturally oriented  family  consumption  research. This outline 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aims  to  clarify  tentatively  the  kind  of  topics  that  can  be  relevant  specifically  to  the 
consumer‐oriented part of a culturally oriented family consumption research. The larger 
field of qualitative family consumption research can of course be expected to deal with 
a  host  of  other  issues,  such  as  the  economic  processes  and  normative,  legal  and 
mythical structures that influence the practice of family consumption.  
What is the subject matter of family consumption research? What does the term 
“family  consumption”  signify at all? Two  implications of  the  findings and discussion  in 
this  article  can  be  outlined.  Firstly,  within  consumer  research  the  analytical  object  of 
family  consumption  can  refer  to  any  consumption  practice  that  is  influenced  by  an 
individual or collective consumer subject self‐identifying as either “a family member” or 
“a family”. This encompasses consumption by individuals whose consumption practices 
are influenced by their status as being a family member, whether they identify with this 
status or resist it, and groups who identify themselves as a family, even if they are not 
seen  as  such  by  anyone  else.  Subjective  awareness  and  ascription  is  the  only  valid 
analytical  criteria  for  “family”  consumption.  Secondly,  the  field of  family  consumption 
spans both communal forms of consumption and individual consumption practices, and 
both  those  who  aim  to  support  the  construction  of  the  family  unit  (implicitly  or 
explicitly,  symbolically  or  in  other  ways),  and  those  who  react  against  the  family 
member status or are motivated by symbolic contrast with it – e.g. the father who buys 
a motorbike  to  seek an experience and appearance  that everyday  family  life does not 
offer, or the career mother who adds 300$ to the price of her work outfit to offset her 
everyday maternal life with an enhanced professional look. 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 A meta‐conceptual question that arises here  is: When  is family? It does not just 
cover  the  nuclear  family  with  children  living  at  home,  but  also  grownups  and  their 
relation  as  consumers  to  old  parents  or  deceased  relatives.  It  may  also  cover 
consumption by  individuals who do not see themselves as members of any family, but 
whose consumption practices are motivated by wanting to have a family – or avoiding it. 
The  consumption  of  reproductive  technologies  or  contraception  would  be  examples, 
while  one  could  discuss whether  it  includes  the means  and  activities whereby  people 
hope to meet a future partner. 
Beyond middle­class 
The discussion of our conceptual ability to analyze a range of family dynamics suggests 
that  family  consumption  research would  benefit  from  recruiting more  broadly  across 
cultural  contexts  and  social  classes,  in  order  to  develop  its  concepts  in  a  variety  of 
different  settings.  This would  include  looking  at  families  in  contexts  other  than  those 
investigated today, e.g. at liberal social groups in big US cities or the egalitarian minded 
Scandinavian welfare state societies, but also at non‐Western societies with other social 
hierarchies  and  understandings  of  kinship,  or  at  developing  societies  where  family 
bonds to a larger extent satisfy people's need for immediate physical survival. 
  There is also a question of class. Most CCT family research including this paper, as 
well  as most  surveys  in  the  FDM  literature  are  skewed  towards middle‐class  families 
(Foxman,  Tansuhaj and  Ekström 1989; Beatty and Talpade  1994). As has been argued 
elsewhere  (Beatty  and  Talpade  1994),  conceptual  development  could  benefit  from 
recruiting  families  at  both  higher  and  lower  social  levels  than what  is  currently  seen. 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Future studies would reasonably move beyond recruiting “undergraduate students at a 
large  state  university”  even  though  the  latter  offer  highly  satisfying  response  rates 
(Cotte & Wood 04). Sid Levy (2010) has called attention to the fact that for more than 
thirty  years,  consumer  researchers  have  aired  self‐critical  complaints  over  the 
convenient use of student subjects (Ferber 1977), yet this practice has only increased. 
Seeking the muted voices 
Family  consumption  researchers  have warned  against  the methodological  biases  that 
can  arise  if  one  family  member  gets  to  dominate  encounters  with  a  researcher  and 
speak  for  the  family  (Hamilton  2009),  or  if  methodologies  invite  socially  desirable 
responses from family members (Foxman, Tansuhaj and Ekström 1989). These warnings 
are worth repeating. The manifestation of family unity will seem unchallenged if we are 
content  with  attaining  the  perspectives  of  those  who  have  an  interest  in  that 
appearance. A more  critical methodological  approach would be  to access  the parts of 
family life that are not characterized by kin keeping e.g. by talking to both children and 
parents on their own, and follow them beyond the confines of the domestic sphere to 
see  their  family  life  from  the  perspective  of  exterior  activities  and  social  networks. 
Hereby  we  may  gain  access  to  opinions  and  events  that  go  beyond  the  images  and 
stories that we are fed when seated at the family table. 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The  resonant  laughter  of  consumers:  Sharing 
stories and meanings of unrestrained consumption 
This paper departs from the empirical observation of a commonplace phenomenon: The 
everyday  instances  of  humor  by  which  people  communicate  certain  facets  of  their 
experience  of  being  a  consumer.  My  fieldwork  looks  at  consumption  among  Danish 
middle‐class  families.  In  my  interviews  as  well  as  in  popular‐cultural  and  journalistic 
representations  of  consumption,  people  often  laugh  at  and  with  others  when  they 
recount how they have lost control and succumbed to the desire for an experience or an 
object.  
 
In my  interpretation,  consumers  laugh  as  a way  of  showing  or  inviting  empathy with, 
and participation in, the experience of succumbing to desire. The “joke” being laughed 
at emerges  in the distance between  ideals and everyday practice: Loosing control as a 
consumer  and  hereby  gaining  satisfaction  in  the  present,  but  at  the  same  time 
transgressing boundaries; failing to satisfy agreements or live up to values held high by 
oneself, one's family members, a community or various authorities.  
 
Thus this paper is concerned with laughter as an everyday recurrent communication of a 
cultural  code,  one  that  makes  sense  within  the  intersubjective  domain  of  everyday 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consumption.  It  is  the  slightly  apologetic  “I  couldn’t  help  it”‐laughter,  but  also  the 
rebellious, sympathetic “there you go, they couldn’t discipline you”.  
 
I  take  a  phenomenological  approach  (Schutz  1970;  Jackson  1996,  1998)  in  seeing  this 
humor as a genre specific to what is called “consumer culture” (Arnould and Thompson 
2005; Lury 1996). The laughter of consumers, whether self‐mocking or empathic at the 
loss  of  control,  points  to  the  incongruity  of  the  contradictory  demands  that  they 
encounter: Show restraint for the sake of your health, your look, your finances and the 
environment! But also, shop till you drop because your desires mark your humanity, and 
for the sake of our national economy! The consumers´ laughter constitutes an everyday 
critique of, and resistance to, the pressure of having one's everyday actions disciplined 
and evaluated against abstract large‐scale processes, such as the global climate and the 
national economy, while being confined to realizing one's desires and dreams within a 
capitalist market economy. It is also a claim by people to, and a mutual recognition of, 
their  very humanity:  Losing and ceding  restraint  in acts of  consumption,  people  show 
each other that they are alive with desire (Belk, Ger et al. 2003). 
 
A  central  asset of anthropological  thinking  is  that of  taking a  step back  from people's 
everyday  habits,  in  order  to  achieve  a  sense  of  wonder,  and  proceed  to  interrogate 
everyday  practices  for  their  cultural  logic.  All  through  modern  social  science  this 
approach  has  yielded  fundamental  insights,  not  least  when  applied  to  economic 
practices (e.g. Weber 2008 [1905]). 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